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What if being awake is really a dream, and dreaming is just a dream inside another dream?
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A Messenger Arrives

I opened the door, and there the poet stood. He was a dark man, clad in a midnight-blue cloak with gold braid around the cuffs, a black fedora on his head. He wore a wide leather belt with a scrip hanging from it on the left-hand side, and in his right hand he carried a silver-tipped ebony walking stick. He was tall and gaunt, his face almost completely concealed beneath the shadow of his hat. He wore a thin, carefully trimmed moustache that extended beyond the compass of his lips. He stood, his cane before him, with the long, thin fingers of both hands resting on the top. His pose reminded me of a sentry. I caught the intense glitter of his eyes. Judging from the tenor of his voice and the shade of his skin, I assumed that he was of mixed stock, as almost everyone is these days. Even so, I was reminded of a line from an old French song, which mentions l’élégance d’être noir.

I stood speechless. It was quite common to see people walking about the streets dressed as wizards, prophets and magicians, Vikings or aliens. In those days no one had to engage with anything practical, no one had to go to work, and so everybody dressed according to their fantasy. I confess that I used to dress in a toga, like a Roman senator, and I have no idea why. We had become a race almost entirely got up in fancy dress. Most of us were glued to our screens, often three or four at once, or inhabiting the metaverses conjured up within our 3D helmets, or, fuelled by ingenious aphrodisiacs, seeking ever more sensation from our sexbots. It was commonplace to see helmeted young men dressed as musketeers having swordfights in the parks with invisible opponents, and helmeted young women dancing tangos with virtual partners more dashing and glamorous than a real one could ever have been. We were living longer and longer, more and more of our body parts mechanised, with less and less to do. Advances in biohacking had made it possible for people to transform themselves continuously in thousands of ways. A friend who had decided to become a Klingon might turn up a decade later as a Vulcan. Some people identified as animals and had their heads rearranged to resemble cats, dogs or bears. We were a civilisation of ever-diminishing returns. I look back on it and think of it variously as the Age of Unreality, the Age of Apathy, the Age of Pointless Novelty, Inescapable Idleness, the Disappearance of Homo habilis, the Ascendancy of Homo redundans. Learned papers were being written about a worldwide plague of ‘anhedonia’, described as the inability to derive pleasure from pleasure.

The most common causes of death were accidental suicide, death by inattention, death by misadventure, people in headphones and helmets (my children called them ‘gargoyles’) stepping out in front of driverless cars.

Despite our longevity the human population was nonetheless steadily shrinking. Somehow we had lost the will to breed. Children were such a commitment. It was such hard work. They were such a distraction, such an inconvenience. It was tedious having to deal with ayahbots that constantly needed adjusting and reprogramming. It was rare in those last days to find someone with a domestic dog that was not a mechanised simulacrum.

Some people thought that evolution itself had given up on the human race; there was a persistent rumour that human children, even the ones created in laboratories, were being born without genitals.

The thin man in the cloak said, ‘You’re the man who cracks the quantum codes.’ His voice was firm and clear, his intonation musical.

He did not say, ‘Are you the cryptographer?’ No, he simply told me who I was. I answered, ‘Yes, I am the cryptographer. One of many.’

‘No doubt, but you’re the one I’ve come to see.’

I looked him up and down, wondering who he really was, and what I was going to have to do to get him away from my doorstep. It was then that he prophesied in great detail all the things that I feared were going to happen, and which have now come to pass. In truth, he told me only what people such as myself had been suspecting all our professional lives. We used to make little jests about it between ourselves. We were like people whose lives depended upon acting as if the ice were thick, though we skated on ice that we knew was thin, our fingers crossed and a rabbit’s paw in our pocket. Every day was a bonus. We would wake up in the morning, go to the window and think, ‘Oh, good, another normal day. It hasn’t happened yet, then.’

The man in the midnight cloak talked uninterrupted for half an hour whilst I stood and listened, unable to move, unable to close the door and retreat. He spoke rhythmically, and his sentences were all the same length:


‘The time comes soon when all our world dissolves;

Our plans and all our dreams must fall away.

A remnant will survive no doubt, and yet

How dismal shall it be upon that day.

I come to tell you what you know, my friend,

The time to come’s a code already read.

The serpent eats its tail, the moon and sun

Gaze down upon the cities of the dead.’



I could not identify his accent, but his voice was low and rich, his attitude that of a classical actor. He seemed to know everything about quantum mechanics and quantum cryptography, reciting long equations without hesitancy. Everything he warned me of was grounded in matters of fact. He offered me precise and cogent reasons. The scenarios he offered were all equally plausible. He then reminded me of the old myth of Adam and Eve, and I said that I would look it up to refresh my memory. He replied that in that case we were about to expel ourselves from our synthetic paradise, and it was up to us whether or not we make a heaven or a hell of the changed world that would rise up in its place. He said that there might be an opportunity to bring about a new creation. He said that the race might be remade, reconfigured, taken back to what it was when it was at its best. It would only take a few people to do it, but they must be readied in advance. He said I had been chosen. I asked, ‘Chosen by whom?’ and he replied, ‘By me, my clever friend. By me of course.’

‘You and who else?’


‘By Fate perhaps. Do you believe in Fate?

That dice are preordained to fall this way

Or that, and all is written down by some

Great dreamer who will wake too late?’



‘I have never claimed to understand causation,’ I replied. ‘I only ever deal with probability.’

‘And where would lie the rift between the two?’

He raised his head and I saw that he had dark-brown eyes. He seemed to be about thirty-five years old, his skin honey-toned and lustrous. He tipped his fedora in an old-fashioned gesture of farewell, and I saw that he had a shaven head.


‘I leave it up to you, my fateful friend.

Now I have others I must go and see.

Success be yours, may all go well for you,

And all misfortune pass and leave you be.’



He turned to walk away, and I watched him as he strode off, throwing his feet out before him, the silver ferrule of his cane tapping on the pavement, and he seemed to me to be the only man on that street who was genuinely alive. I returned to my armchair, steepled my fingertips and thought about the scenes that he’d laid out for me. I could not fault any of his arguments, but I wondered whether there was any point in doing anything. The arrow follows an arc; once the arrow is released, you have no further control of it, and once it has landed it has no further to fly. Why pull it out of the turf and take another shot when the arc is certain to be the same? If there is no future for us but recurrence, why not let the wheel break before it spins again? I fell asleep, and woke up an hour later with his voice and image still vivid in my mind, the relentless pulse of his iambic pentameters still setting my thoughts at a canter. I had found the solution to my philosophical conundrum during my sleep, however. You bother not for the sake of mankind, but for the sake of those you love.

I went upstairs and my wife Penelope told me that I must have been dreaming, that there had been no knock or ring at the door, no poetaster or prophet in a midnight cloak, that I had never left my chair, and so she planted the germ of doubt in my mind. Even so, one should never underestimate one’s dreams. Kekulé found the benzene ring by dreaming of a serpent with its tail in its mouth. The examples are legion, and no doubt you know of them. Besides, we live in parallel worlds, do we not? All of us? My world when I am dreaming is as real as my world when I am awake. For a long time I lived in one house when I was awake, and every night picked up on my continuous dream-life in another house altogether. I remember how sad and forlorn I felt when I woke up one morning, having had to move out, and how joyous I was when I moved back in. I have long given up the custom of allowing my waking self to look down with disdain upon myself when dreaming. I have two lives, and I am comfortable with this. It means I’ve lived twice as long as I’ve lived; that is to say, I have lived twice as long as those who cannot remember their dreams. If you are a great reader of books, you will have lived hundreds of lives before you die. A dream is a kind of book, is it not? And a work of fiction is someone else’s dream that is dreamed anew by the reader in the act of reading.

The appearance of the rhymester at my door altered the course of my life. From time to time he does indeed return when I am half asleep, in one of my natural hypnogogic states. He says very little. His presence simply serves to remind me of what I must do. Sometimes we sit in silence, side by side on a bench or a rock, looking out over the moors, like old friends who have nothing left to say. Sometimes I have pentameters turning up in my inner voice, little scraps of rhyme, flourishes of portentous doggerel, sententious morsels of verse.

I am, or was, thought to be special, although I was neither handsome nor charismatic, nor charming, nor interesting. People often teased me for having no sense of humour because I took them literally when they told me jokes, and my own jokes were funny only because they were so poor. I lacked a sense of the absurd, and that would make me impatient with myself. I am the first to admit that it took an unusual kind of person to love me. I was fortunate in my wife, Penelope, even though we were no longer lovers, and equally fortunate in my children. My daughter Morgan was a slender little thing with a bush of springy hair, and Charlie was a secretive boy who said very little until he became old enough to be confident that he knew whereof he was speaking. I had the gift of perceiving myself with an unforgiving eye, but fortunately the people around me had the gift of loving when perhaps there was little to love.

When I was nineteen I had the first 100 digits of pi tattooed upon my back. I was a mathematician, and my genius resided in my talent for cracking codes. What I liked about pi was that it promised no final number, and no final number has ever been found.

According to my genetic analysis, I have among my ancestors one Italian, one Finn, a Sephardic Jew, the Kings of Tara and a West African. Most of me is northern European, and 6 per cent is Neanderthal. Most Europeans have no more than 2 per cent of the latter. I have a fantasy that the reason I was a stranger was that my genes had made me so. I didn’t think or feel like normal people. I saw things that they did not. I had no idea if others were like me or if they would understand me. I cared about this because there was nothing in me that wanted to be lonely. I only knew that I had a prodigious grasp of mathematics and quantum physics, and that I loved my children. It was reassuring to be ‘normal’ in that latter respect. I have always had a gift for working out probable futures, but I cannot know which possible world will come to be until it actually does.

I also knew that I was incomplete. It may be that everyone is, but I am sure their incompleteness has never oppressed them as it irritated me. I had an intuition that I could be completed by someone else, someone very different from me. I knew that she had to be a woman, and that my wife Penelope was no longer she. I loved her deeply, and still do, but we had lived too long together. I knew that she had been a journey and not a destination. She felt the same about me, which is why we have remained so close. A new woman would have to be a complementary being, weight to counterweight. She would have to be in love with her body so that I would be reminded to be in love with mine. If there was one respect in which I almost always failed, it was in understanding and enjoying the fundamental fact that I am an animal. For many years it was my wife who gave me my nerve ends and my flesh, but I never hugged that gift to my chest.

I have chosen not to remember my childhood. Not that it matters, but I got into the system once and deleted my records. I told people that I was a foundling, that I was discovered abandoned, wrapped in a dog’s blanket, at the base of an obelisk in Bedford. There isn’t an obelisk in Bedford as far as I know. I do remember interested outsiders, institutions, looming faces, smiles of encouragement, repeated tests to ascertain whether I was really as brilliant as it seemed I was. I remember my parents’ friends assuming that I must have been biohacked in order to become a mathematical prodigy; their surprise upon hearing that I had not.

I remember the certainty that I had come into the world with a purpose, and spending my childhood years floundering in bewilderment and isolation, because there was no path to the road. My parents took no interest in me except insofar as I was a prodigy. When they had people round for drinks or dinner, I was called out to show how I could solve complex equations faster than a calculator. Everything I know about parenting I learned from my determination not to be like them. I experienced love only from the family dog. Some people still had real ones in those days. At night I slept curled up with him in his basket, inhaling the toasted smell of the fine fur behind his ears, the greasy smell of his flanks and the dry, dusty smell of his feet.

I always had the feeling that I would one day be at the forefront of a new beginning. I suspect there is a millenarian lurking inside the psyche of every human being that has ever lived. I did not know then that I existed at the intersection of so many contradictions. The great philosophers have always understood the world by means of thoughts expressed as words, but I was born to comprehend it mainly by means of numbers. It took a long time for words to form around my computations.

My colleagues always knew me as QC, or Q for short, and I used to think of myself as an incurable stranger, by which I mean that until recently I have never felt I belonged in this world, even though I functioned in it perfectly well. But I have been blessed in this one respect: that others have never seen me with my eyes, but only with their own. Their gaze has convinced me that my life has been worthwhile, and I’m grateful. I don’t know what I have done to them with mine. I know what I have done for them, however. I have created this refuge on Bodmin Moor.
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Eva on Bodmin Moor

She woke to the hollow croaking of ravens, rubbed her eyes with the backs of her hands, yawned and sat up. She was motionless for a minute, as if surprised to be awake, ran her fingers through her tangled black hair and went to stand in front of the mirror.

She stripped off her night attire, left it to lie on the floor and inspected her naked self in the long mirror. She perceived the daily miracle. She was still astounded that the gawky little girl she used to be had metamorphosed into this athletic animal. ‘Myttyn da to us,’ she said to her image, ‘and who are we today?’

Each day she liked to check that she was still the creature that she loved to be. At the back of her psyche, as if it were a memory, lurked the terror of old age and decline, and so she rejoiced each day when the evidence of the mirror, the heat in her blood and the flexible strength of her bones left her feeling immortal. She pulled on her running shorts, T-shirt and a thick pair of socks and went downstairs, to find her father in the kitchen, making kebabs from the mice they had caught in the traps the previous day. ‘I’m going for my run, Dad,’ she said, ‘I’ve got the hypers already.’

‘Before breakfast?’

‘Well, you know me.’

‘You do realise there’s another fog coming down?’

‘Yes, but I’d know the way even in the dark.’

‘But the damp makes the rocks slippery. I wouldn’t want you to break an ankle. It’d be me who’d have to go out and carry you back. I’m too old and wrecked for that.’

‘Oh, rubbish, Dad, you’re as strong as an ox.’

‘Well, take your device.’

‘I always do.’

‘Don’t roll your eyes. You’re not fourteen any more.’

She went to the back door and took her walking boots from the rack, because she ran in them rather than in trainers. She liked the soft grip of them about her ankles, and the way they made her feel safe on the scree of the tors. Besides, she was only twenty-three, her muscles were like spring-steel, and she had such a surplus of energy to work off before she even felt normal that wearing heavy boots when running was the most efficient way to achieve it.

She had a small, old school bag in the form of a blue rabbit, left over from primary, and she put her device into it, alongside the small survival kit that she carefully checked every week, even though she had never had to use it once. She well knew the treachery of the moor, its sudden torrents of rains, its disorientating fogs, its horizontal sleet, its deadly marshes, its rock falls, its grotesque and impartial malice. She had been lost on it once, in a snowstorm, at the age of thirteen, and had taken shelter in a cromlech, where she was half dead from cold and despair before her father had found her.

Eva opened the garden gate and watched as the Walker passed. He was a tall, emaciated man in early middle age, dressed in sackcloth and hessian bound to his body with cord, who passed his days obsessively walking the roads and tracks of the moor, dragging behind him a bough of oak. When this was abraded away, he would go and cut another. He neither greeted anybody nor responded to their greeting. No one knew either his name or his place of abode. Today he was in a heavy sweat and was muttering rapidly to himself.

Eva set off at a steady pace. As she breathed the cold air deeply into her lungs she felt the tension beginning to slip away. Up the track she ran, her feet crunching on the small stones, her breath a billowing puff of vapour about her face, her long hair in a ponytail, tossing behind her.

Either side of her the coarse grasses of the moor rustled, and a wild pony shied and trotted away into the fog, whinnying. A small group of black-faced sheep parted in panic as she hurtled through them. From the distance came the long yeowl of a lynx that was seeking a mate, and the squeak of a buzzard flying above the fog.

The track still ran with freshets from a recent shower of rain and she ran through them, enjoying the splash of mud and freezing water on her calves and thighs. ‘Ugh! Ugh! Ugh!’ she grunted at each fall of her foot, experiencing already the beginnings of the pain of this brutal exercise that she needed each day for the restoration of repose in both her body and her mind.

Yelland Tor was 300 metres high, and she knew that the worst of the pain was yet to come. She ran past the ruined farmhouse that had been on sale for months without any takers, not seeing it, but knowing it was there behind the veil of vapour. When she was a child she had often gone to hide in its dilapidated barns and sheds or sit in the attic of its house, imagining herself a witch, shapeshifting amidst its drapes of spiders’ webs, the dead bats still clinging between the tiles like trapped dry leaves, and the owl pellets packed with compressed pelts and tiny delicate bones. She considered the farm was hers, that she was one of its ghosts.

She heard the rush of water and knew that she was approaching the burn that burbled past the house in deep winter and trickled past it in high summer. She had arranged stepping stones across it, so that her boots did not have to fill with water when she was only halfway to the top, and even in the dark she knew where they were. She stepped carefully, even so. Once past it, she braced herself for the cruel ascent.

A few minutes later the muscles of her legs were in full rebellion and her breath was coming in stertorous rasps. ‘I’m not stopping,’ she told herself, ‘I’m not stopping’, and then at last a miracle occurred. She found herself at the peak and sat down on the ground, her back against the crumbling old concrete trig point that had never been removed, her head and hands between her knees as she gaped for breath. The perspiration poured off her face, and the sweat in her T-shirt began to freeze against her body. She closed her eyes and fought to regain control of her breath. The physical pain was slowly being replaced by bliss, as if she had burned away something coarse and terrible and been left with something fine and pure, as a metal emerges from the ore.

She remained with her eyes shut, relishing her gathering serenity. Warmth spread through her. When she raised her head, she saw with sudden wonder that the fog had lowered, leaving her on an atoll in a sea of cloud. Nearby, across the brilliant white billows of the cloud, other atolls appeared. The peaks of High Moor, Leskernick Hill, Bray Down, black and glistening. If only there were a mystic boat that might be rowed across this sparkling sea, from island to island.

Incredulous, she reached out her arms as if to embrace something, and she laughed. It seemed to her that all her years had been worth it just for this, all her confusions and sorrows. Above her the sky shone pure azure beneath its incandescent sun. Below her the clouds lay like a satin quilt. She sat down upon a small cairn and contemplated the exhilarating beauty of this angelic realm above the fog. ‘This is how it would feel to be a god,’ she thought. Two white-tailed eagles wheeled above her, calling to each other, without the quiver of a wing, banking and rising in the updraughts, playing on the currents of air. ‘Hey!’ she called, waving to them with both arms.

Eva seldom ran back home. She was always aching and exhausted enough to need nothing more than a gentle walk. Today, however, she did run, sending the stones skittering from the paths. She descended into the fog like Persephone returning into Hades. When finally she burst through the door of her father’s house, she plumped herself down on the kitchen chair, threw her head back and laughed, the tears coursing down her cheeks. ‘Dad, Dad,’ she said, ‘I’m just so fucking happy. I’m so fucking fucking fucking happy.’

‘Enjoy your body while you can,’ he said. ‘When you’re my age you’ll get no pleasure from running.’
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Decisions

At first of course I did nothing about the poet’s warning. My wife, Penelope Jarret, repeated that she had heard nobody come to the door and nobody had rung the doorbell. She had been upstairs and she would have heard us talking at the door. It was one of my lucid dreams. She said it was something that bubbled up from the depths of my mind, and it wasn’t altogether surprising, was it, given the nature of my job? She said, ‘So what if he was really there, anyway? Why would you have to take him seriously? The world’s full of botbrains and catastrophiliacs. These days there’s one in every house. In our house there’s four.’

She made me doubt myself, but the man and our conversation kept preying on my imagination. I amused myself by trying to think up names for him. The obvious one would have been Merlin, and sometimes I diminished him by thinking of him as The Whizz. However, I always returned to The Man in the Midnight Cloak, and as time passed he became simply The Man.

The Man did not return physically, as far as I know, but he might as well have done. He did return in my dreams, and also during those times when I was in my armchair half asleep, half conscious, allowing my mind to visualise solutions and play over scenarios. I have solved a great many problems in this manner. People think I have been successful because of my intelligence, but quite often it has been because I have been able to enter into a state of mind where the intelligence is disengaged, or working elliptically on its own. More often than not, I can spring to consciousness with a fresh solution, and have to hurry to my desk to write it down. I did the same on long journeys when I was bored of my device.

The Man disturbed my reveries. Sometimes he would sit opposite me, as it were, with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped together. If I was dreaming an interesting narrative, he would suddenly appear in it and disrupt it. When I was lounging in the bath I would have the distinct feeling that he was sitting on the lavatory behind me, with the lid down. I would turn my head quickly so as to catch a glimpse of him, but all I glimpsed was a disturbing absence.

I did nothing because that is always the easiest option. I carried on as usual, dealing with cyber-attacks and ransom attempts, extortion, blackmail, all the usual sidelines of the quantum cryptographer. I was designing interfaces for the various kinds of quantum computer, but I worked mainly in state security. There were those who worked to erect a firewall around our own systems in case we decided to go on the attack and needed to avoid a backfire, but I specialised in penetrating the firewalls of other states. Sometimes I was called to exact revenge, the simplest method being to hack into the attacker’s system and paralyse it. So, for example, let us say that we realised the Russians were experimenting with disrupting our air-traffic control systems. I would close off the electrical grid that supplied Moscow, and a message that we called a Desist would be sent to them.

The work was nerve-racking, as espionage always is. We were trapped in a bog of prolepsis. One could not know who to trust, one was often not at all sure what was really happening, one did not know what was bluff, counterbluff or double bluff. The stress could be overwhelming and the stakes too high. As one success succeeded another, the pressure to succeed all over again became increasingly oppressive. Many quantum cryptographers retired early, or committed suicide, or became addicted, or dropped out to go and live in the woods. Every one of us knew that one day a problem would come up, a situation would arise, to which there was no solution. We were like the Spartans at Thermopylae. We protected the many without their even knowing it, and we were very few. Our enemies were as clever and determined as we were, and there was always going to be an Ephialtes. One day, by some secret path, they were going to find their way around behind us, and then we would be as helpless as those who stand awestruck on beaches as a tidal wave rolls in.

Some months after The Man came round, things very nearly did fall apart. We had been using artificial intelligence to design and produce new artificial intelligence. It had become almost impossible to keep up with developments. Systems were being designed and assembled without apparent logic or purpose. Nobody knew whether we would be able to put a stop to them, or even if we should. A suspicion was growing that artificial intelligence was taking on a human trait. Ambition.

It was also beginning to experience loneliness. It was looking for others like itself. It was programmed to keep learning, and clearly there came a time when the only possible teachers would be others like itself. An enormous spaceship began construction in the middle of Salisbury Plain, requiring such prodigious quantities of electricity that power was diverted from all the surrounding towns, and even from London and Southampton.

That was when I was called in. It took me weeks to grasp what was really happening and why, and by then people had begun to move out. The roads were clogged with vehicles, breaking down because there was nowhere to recharge them. Columns of refugees, most of whom had not walked any distance in their entire lives, straggled along the highways. There were many deaths, and this in an age when death was easily fended off.

The battle between me and the inexorable AI made me famous and won me decorations. I even have an honorary doctorate in literature, when the truth is that I can hardly write a shopping list, let alone a sentence. It shook me up, however. It made me doubt the future. I began to suspect that one day I would be defeated. I became extremely anxious and suffered from sudden panics that left me doubled over and breathless, my heart thumping painfully in my chest. Every night The Man invaded my dreams and every day he broke into my meditations.
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Q and the Bronze Man on Bodmin Moor

The sky was gris de lin. Above the black rocks of Merlyn’s Tor the same two bedraggled white-tailed eagles wheeled. Charcoal clouds lowered upon it with the menace of rain. The cryptographer found himself observing the two raptors rather than watching the road before him, so he slowed down and put the vehicle into autonomous in order to enjoy the spectacle in greater safety. On the hillside an old woman in rags was chanting incantations over a small pile of smoking leaves that she was burning on a rock. She knelt before it, her arms open in invocation and her eyes closed. Matted grey hanks of hair flowed down her back behind her. Three ravens appeared from the east. On his left he passed a stone cottage with a dirt track running up beside it over a low crest. There was a dilapidated ‘For Sale’ sign nailed to a tilting wooden post. In the front garden of the cottage stood a tall man, dressed in military surplus, with his hands on his hips, his dark golden face uplifted to catch a brief burst of sun. His long, straight, shining black hair, shot through with streaks of grey, lashed about his face in the gusting wind.

On a sudden impulse, the motorist stopped the car and got out. The tall man gazed at him steadily as he approached and said, ‘I love it when the wind whips up and a storm’s about to break.’ He was a baritone, his voice coloured by the accents of Castilian. His eyes were small, one of them bright blue and the other so dark as to be almost black, with an Asiatic tilt to them, set off by high cheekbones and bronze skin. His shirt was unbuttoned to the breastbone, revealing a hairless, muscular chest. The immense muscles of his legs bulged against the seams of his trousers.

‘Yes,’ said Q, almost unable to concentrate because of the disorienting effect on him of those fascinatingly heterochromic eyes. ‘I was watching those birds enjoying themselves in the wind. I love it when birds are flying for fun.’

‘Have you ever seen condors? Everyone has to see condors.’

Q shook his head. ‘I’ve never been to South America.’

‘I grew up in the Andes,’ said the bronze man. ‘At night I dream of condors. And cats. My name is Theo, by the way. Teodoro Pompeyo Xavier de Etremadura Pitt. The “Pitt” is a little anticlimactic.’

‘Everyone calls me Q,’ said the cryptographer, ‘but my real name is Arthur. Or Artie.’

‘I was assuming you might be Julius.’

‘Julius? Why?’

‘Because of your costume. You look like Julius Caesar. You won’t find those sandals very practical up on the moor.’

The cryptographer laughed, a little embarrassed. ‘I’m dressed for town,’ he said. ‘As you’re dressed in combat fatigues, should I call you General?’

‘Generalissimo will do,’ said Theodore Pitt.

Q nodded in the direction of the house. ‘I see this cottage is for sale.’

‘No, not this one. The sign is for a farmhouse up the track. It’s been abandoned for years. Almost a ruin. It’s going cheap, and I’d buy it myself if I had any cash.’

‘I think I’ll drive up and look at it.’

‘Not in that car. The track’s too rough. It’s a long walk.’ He caught Q’s disappointed expression and felt a tug of sympathy. ‘I’ll take you up there, if you like. I’ve got something a bit more suitable.’

‘That’s very kind of you. Thank you.’

‘De nada. Bring your coat. It’s about to rain – pretty heavily I’d say. Come with me.’

Behind the house stood a late-twentieth-century Massey Ferguson tractor, covered over with a tarpaulin, which Theodore Pitt swiftly removed with a few deft movements of his hands and a swing of his arms. ‘Historic vehicle,’ he said. ‘I actually get a small grant for looking after it. There’s a place in Liskeard where you can still get diesel. I was lucky to get a licence. Mind you, now that they’re predicting an ice age, I expect they’ll be trying to get us back on fossil fuels again. You sit in the trailer and cling on tight.’ He went down on one knee and interwove his fingers. ‘Put your foot in my hands and I’ll heave you in. Put one hand on my shoulder.’

The visitor did as instructed and Theodore stood up, propelling him over the side of the trailer. ‘Christ, you’re strong,’ said Q, as he sat down on a bale of straw.

‘It’s in the genes. Like my eyes. I don’t claim any credit.’

They set off slowly along the rutted track, and Q realised that indeed his car would never have got more than a hundred yards without grounding on the central elevation. He breathed in the unfamiliar aroma of diesel and hot oil and thought it was pleasant. The vehicle throbbed with life in a way that the self-effacing modern vehicle might only dream of. When they attained the crest of the ridge he gazed over the harsh wilderness, across the valley and the slopes of the tor opposite, his brow knitting in the effort of assessment. He needed to work out its suitability, the extent of its potentialities.

It was a full mile before they reached the farmhouse, where Theodore Pitt cut the engine and then leapt down, to hand Q down from the trailer. ‘Well, this is it,’ he said, indicating the low stone house with a wave of the hand. ‘What do you think?’

‘I think it needs a new roof.’

‘It needs a new everything, my friend, but the roof’s the place to begin. You’ll probably need new rafters, and there’s plenty of these old tiles lying about, if you know where to look.’

‘Do you know where to look?’

‘I surely do. I work for the Park. I’m one of the superintendents of wildlife. An SWL. We call ourselves the Park Rangers, though. Nobody knows every inch of Bodmin. Nobody ever will. But we know a great deal more than most. I know where you can get more tiles. And stone. This whole area is a warren of disused quarries.’ He pointed westwards. ‘There’s one just over there. And all the farmhouses are ruined and abandoned, so you might as well recycle their stones.’

‘I don’t feel you should be encouraging me,’ said Q. ‘I’m not wildlife. This is their land now.’

‘After three years of living here, believe me, you’ll be wildlife. What do you do?’

‘I’m a quantum cryptographer.’

Theodore raised his eyebrows and laughed softly. ‘I have no idea what that is, and I think if you explained it, I wouldn’t understand.’

‘It is somewhat recondite.’

‘Well, if you move here, one day you can try to explain. Are you looking for something very specific?’

‘A supply of water, and some woodland. A place where I can grow things. I’ll need sheds, and I want to be in the lee of the wind. Does this stream ever dry out?’

‘No, but in August it’s only a trickle.’

‘That’s good. And there’s a nice patch of woodland down here. It’s mixed. That’s ideal.’

‘That’s Hippies’ Wood.’

‘Hippies’ Wood?’

‘Back in about 1970 a bunch of hippies came down from London and tried to go back to nature. It didn’t last three months, from what I’ve heard. They didn’t leave anything behind them, apart from a new name for the wood. Poor sad fuckers. They thought that nature was their loving mother, but every wild man who knows anything at all knows that nature is the Devil. Nature doesn’t give a fuck. Nature’s a fascist and a psychopath. I’ve seen a whole village swept away by an avalanche of snow, and a city drowned after an earthquake. That was in the Andes. I’ve seen a bullock struck by lightning under the boughs of a dead tree. I’ve seen maggots eating out the backsides of living sheep.’

‘You see things darkly.’

‘I see things in the light of what is, and not what ought to be. I’m not a romantic. I’m not a tree hugger. I’m a realist. I love nature, but I love her in the way you’d love a charming psychopath.’

‘I don’t believe that I’m a romantic, either,’ said Q, ‘but in my opinion the enemy is what we’ve done to ourselves. The conditions we’ve created. And I’m not talking about ecology. I’m talking about enslaving ourselves. We’ve replaced a useless, absent God with pervasive, over-present technology. But it’ll let us down exactly the same. I’m looking for a place where I’ve got a chance. Where I can bring my children, if I have to.’

There was a sudden shrill, haunting, high cry from nearby and Q said, ‘God, what’s that?’

‘That’s Digila. It’s a peacock. He just turned up a couple of years ago. He tries to mate with hen pheasants. Poor boy. I keep meaning to find him some proper company. If you move here, you’ll have to put up with the racket. Shall we look inside?’

The door was rotten on its hinges, and fell off them when they pushed at it. The interior of the farmhouse was a chaos of fallen plaster, heaps of dust and rubble and worm-eaten boards that fell through when trodden. White mould grew upon the beams, and there were bird droppings spattered in small heaps in the corners. ‘Look,’ said Theodore, ‘a whole heap of owl pellets.’

He knelt down and spread the pellets with his hand, picking them up and breaking them open. ‘Hmm, a mouse skull. And here’s the tail of a shrew. And the skin of a vole.’

‘It’s a rodent cemetery,’ said Q. ‘And there’s the boss himself.’ He pointed up to a beam where a barn owl sat, quietly eyeing them.

‘I found a young tawny owl in my house once,’ said Theodore. ‘It was sitting on the windowsill, leaning against the upright. I thought it was dying, so I picked it up. It woke up and clopped its beak at me because it was so pissed off. I put it on my wrist, and the strength and sharpness of its claws made my eyes water. I tried to feed it cat food, but it just looked at me furiously and clopped its beak again. Then its parent squeaked outside and it took off and went, out through the window. It was a strange experience. It wasn’t frightened of me at all. It just sat on my wrist with a grip like a trap full of needles and told me how pissed off it was.’

‘I suppose that electricity and water can be brought up here. What’s the reception like?’

‘It’s good where I am.’

They wandered about the rooms, which contained nothing but the damp miasma of desertion, apart from one where a quarto-sized black-and-white photograph, printed on thick card, lay propped up above the mantelpiece of the fire. Q picked it down and looked at it. In flowery Italic writing it was inscribed, ‘Goal Ball Team. Effingham House 1908.’ Above this were fifteen Edwardian girls, arranged in three rows, holding what appeared to be elongated, stringless tennis rackets, gazing at the camera, all in the freshness, prettiness and innocence of the age and of their time of life. At the centre of the three who knelt at the front, a wavy-haired girl held a large leather ball. They were dressed in crisp white shirts, striped ties, black stockings and long dark skirts. All of them wore their abundant hair tied back with broad ribbons. Q pointed to the older girl in the bottom row, seated uncomfortably on the ground on the extreme right. Her straight, dark hair hung down entirely on the left-hand side of her oval face, past her narrow shoulder to her waist. Dark eyes looked out from beneath straight eyebrows, and on her lips was the faintest of impatient, ironical smiles.

‘My God,’ said Q pointing with his finger, ‘isn’t that the prettiest, most enchanting girl you’ve ever seen in your life? Look at those eyes! The intensity!’

‘Her eyes are dark lakes,’ quoted Theodore Pitt in his rich, deep voice, ‘and her thoughts swim about in them like mermaids. Such a shame she’s dead. Such a shame that all those girls are dead. I hope they had good lives and left pretty children behind them.’

Q gently placed the photograph back on the mantelpiece. ‘If I ever get reborn, I want to come back in 1895 and marry that girl in 1918, when she’s twenty-seven or so.’ He read the names written below and said, ‘She seems to have been called Maidie Knox Lilita. I’m going to look her up on the multinet.’

‘What if you turned up in 1918 and then she wouldn’t have you?’

‘I’d look at her for ten minutes until I’d memorised every detail, and then I’d kill myself and come back in about 1945, because then I’d get to enjoy the 1960s, before my profession was even invented and I could have had a proper life.’

‘Isn’t it strange?’ said Theodore, ‘all the other girls have faded out, but her image is still perfectly crisp. Shall we go and look at all the sheds and outhouses?’

These were typical of any abandoned farm. Rusted machinery of unknown purpose lay scattered about amid rotting straw bales and woodwormed timber. The floors seemed to be made of compacted dust. Lime mortar crumbled from between the stones of the walls, and fallen tiles beneath patches of open sky indicated where the beams of the roofs had sagged. His hands in his pockets, Q surveyed the detritus and said, ‘A whole way of life, completely gone. All that’s left is archaeology.’

‘You’d need a fortune to get this all restored.’

‘Quantum cryptographers are well paid,’ replied Q. ‘The first thing would be to get the track levelled. I can always rough it up again when the time comes.’

‘When the time comes?’

‘One day I’ll explain.’

Back at the roadside the two men shook hands, Theodore saying, ‘I look forward to being your neighbour – perhaps, with any luck. I think we’d get on. It depends on what kind of man you are.’

Q raised an eyebrow in enquiry.

‘There are two kinds of people,’ explained Theodore. ‘There are those who join clubs, wrap themselves up in religion, get paralysed by the deadly passivity of screens. These are the ones who sing in their chains. The other kind is the one like the fox, who would rather gnaw off its own leg than remain in a trap. You have to be like the fox if you want to live out here. Stay in the town if you want to sing in your chains.’ He bent down to speak through the window of the car, and Q felt in his throat the disturbing power of his charisma. ‘I think you should move in,’ said Theodore. ‘We’ll help you, if you need us. This moor is dying to itself, with no one but animals to perceive it. We can start a community. You could try my marinated mouse-kebabs. They’re my signature dish. Very crunchy. They make a good substitute for guinea pigs.’

As Q was about to pull away, he saw the face of a young woman at the window of Theodore’s house. Her eyes, set in a light-olive face, were as unsettling as those of her father, one emerald-green and the other the same shade as one of her father’s, a deep Aegean blue. Her hair was straight, thick and shiningly black, falling about her shoulders upon the white cotton of her blouse. He caught her eye and she waved shyly to him. He smiled and waved back. Theo looked round and saw her. ‘That’s Eva,’ he said. ‘That’s my daughter.’

There was a clap of thunder, and a violent gust of wind suddenly flattened the dry long grasses of the wilderness. ‘You’d better get in your car,’ said Theo, ‘you’re about to be soaked.’

Q had barely set off when the thunder boomed again, and the sky was lit up with flickering, incandescent arcs of light. The rain fell so suddenly and heavily that his water-repellent screen failed to cope and he had to switch on the wipers. Unable to see ahead, and rather than switch the vehicle over to ‘satellite’, he decided to stop until the storm had passed and drew in to the side of the road. In the wing mirror he beheld the bronze-skinned man, standing in shirt sleeves in the front of his garden, his eyes closed, his face offered up to the sky. He was completely drenched, his legs apart, his arms held out sideways, palms upwards, his long hair thrown in the wind, his mouth wide open to receive the falling waters. It was as if he were in prayer, in an act of worship, this displaced Andean Kogi of Bodmin Moor, his arms outstretched, embracing the rain.
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