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Traces

By the time we reached the comet, Dillard and I had spent fifteen months together inside the two-man GUTship; and, although we’d respected each other’s privacy as far as possible, I’d come to know him as well as I’ve known anyone. And I believed that his Holistic faith was as well-founded as it was possible to be.

So, when his faith crumbled before the ancient images we extracted from the comet core, I was profoundly shocked.

I was the pilot of the GUTship while Dillard was the mission specialist, with special responsibility for the Berry archaeological imaging process. The ship itself looked a little like a giant parasol: a stem five hundred yards long tipped by our lifecell, a fat disc some fifty yards wide, while the ‘handle’ of the parasol, at the other end of the stem, was a block of asteroid ice within which the GUT drive was embedded.

The lifecell was cluttered with communications banks, with living equipment such as a galley, shower and Virtual tank, and with lab equipment. Thus, much of the lifecell was of necessity common ground to Dillard and me – but it also contained two precious privacy booths into which we could retreat, with books or vision cubes, in order to make-believe we were somewhere else. We decorated the booths in styles of our own choosing – I fixed mine to match my fancy of the sailing ships of old Earth, with blackened ship’s timbers, a narrow bunk and creaking floorboards (I never found out what Dillard did to his; I liked to imagine a bare stone cell containing a jug of water, a hard bed with a single blanket, and a few books – but this was whimsy: the Holistics are not renowned for their asceticism).

In any event, Dillard and I spent much of our journey in polite avoidance of each other. Ship’s days would pass with scarcely a word between us, and such conversations as we had tended to centre around work.

So my journey to the Oort Cloud with a minister of the First Church of Christ the Holistic wasn’t the cartoon nightmare one might imagine.

One of the few times we discussed Dillard’s beliefs came at turnover. After seven months at one gee we were a sixth of a light year from Earth and travelling at three-quarters of lightspeed: just enough to tinge the receding Sol with redshift. Now we were to begin the slow deceleration to our rendezvous point in the Cloud. The GUT drive closed down and gravity lifted from the lifecell, and Dillard and I strapped loosely into our couches. I touched a panel and the lifecell turned transparent, so that we lay in a bowl of multicolored light, suspended amid stars. Verniers nudged the ship over so that the diamond-hard stars wheeled around us.

Dillard turned on his side and peered down through the floor. He was a stocky man, a head shorter than me, and, at forty-five, some ten years older. Now I could make out the starlit outline of his blandly handsome, blocky face. ‘Brewster, look down there.’ I twisted to see. The ship’s main stem emerged from the base of the lifecell and dwindled into the distance like an exercise in perspective, finishing in the amorphous grey mass of the asteroid ice block. Dillard grinned. ‘That block was a perfect cube when we left the Moon.’

I nodded. ‘Well, we’ve used a little less than half of it: just about on schedule. We shouldn’t run out of gas until we get to the comet …’

‘Let’s hope we can refill as planned.’

Most of our conversation was like this: gentle, delivered in the mildest of tones, and meaningless. Dillard was always calm, friendly and interested in everything; habitually he would run a hand over his greying blond crewcut and turn to me, unfailingly curious.

I felt guilty for not liking him more than I did.

We continued to consider the GUT drive. GUT stands for ‘Grand Unified Theory’, that philosophical system which describes the fundamental forces of nature as aspects of a single superforce. The GUT drive consists of a fist-sized chuck of hydrogen locked into a superconducting bottle and bombarded to creation physics temperatures. At such temperatures only the unified superforce can act. When the hydrogen is bled from the bottle the superforce goes through ‘phase transitions’, decomposing into the four familiar forces of nature – strong and weak nuclear, gravitational and electromagnetic. Just as steam releases heat when it goes through a phase transition by condensing to water, so at each transition of the superforce a pulse of energy is emitted.

The GUT phase energy flashes asteroid ice to plasma; the superheated plasma is expelled through a nozzle, so that a GUTship is a kind of steam rocket.

A random impulse prompted me to observe to Dillard, ‘Of course it was GUT phase transition energy, liberated during the cooling period after the Big Bang, that fuelled the expansion of the universe itself.’

He raised his head and studied me patiently.

I went on, tempted to needle him, ‘Seems almost blasphemous – doesn’t it? – to put such a godlike force into a box and ride it …’

Dillard smiled. In his gentle Boston accent he said, ‘If we thought it was blasphemy the Church would hardly have funded the expedition.’

‘But I thought your faith was based on the sanctity of nature.’

‘It is. But that does not preclude the advance of technology. We believe that nature has been designed for the use of wise people …’

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘The anthropic principle. The theory that the fundamental constants underpinning the universe were set so that human life would be possible; that even the primordial supernova, which caused the birth of the Sun, was part of some Grand Design –’

‘Something like that.’ Dillard’s face was like a sketch, with small mouth and nose, widespread eyes and barely a wrinkle; now he wore a smile that was irritatingly tolerant. ‘Brewster, we’ve spent the last seven months skirting the topic of faith, and I suspect that was the wisest path.’ He looked up through the clear roof; the turning manoeuvre was almost completed now, so that we were looking back the way we had come. ‘But I’ll say this,’ he went on. ‘Blasphemy is an outdated concept. Look up, Brewster; that redshifted blur is the Sun and, with a little wishful thinking, you can make out around it a muddy pool of light that is the inner Solar System. Earth alone holds life –’

‘As far as we know.’

‘As far as we know after a century of assiduous research, yes – and I can cup the extent of intelligence’s spread in the palm of my hand. Brewster, we believe that the reduction of entropy – the encouragement of self-organization – is sacred. If we are here for any reason it is to build, to spread, to grow and learn. As yet we’ve built nothing.

‘You can only blaspheme if you shout loudly enough for God to hear. We’ve a way to go before we achieve that.’

Dillard’s church had been the first to weld late twentieth century scientific notions – such as cosmology’s anthropic philosophy, the self-organization principles of the chaos scientists, Lovelock’s Gaia ideas – to a subframe of simple, robust Christianity.

The new religion, I reflected, had been ideally comforting for the spiritually starved Western world – and it had spread like a virus. Science and technology suddenly became spiritually valid activities, and we walked with a swagger, confident of our preeminence in the universe.

Still, despite my own cynicism, I conceded that Dillard’s conviction was impressive; perhaps it ought to have been inspiring, even …

But I come from Liverpool – not the Martian colony but that battered old city on the west coast of England – and my family have been lapsed Catholics for generations. So there is a scarred hole in me where faith (perhaps) ought to lie, and the conviction of others serves only to make me feel threatened. At that moment – despite the fact that underneath it all I had come to respect Dillard – I wished only to pry at his beliefs, to seek to undermine them. Yet, perhaps I was hoping that he would stand firm even so; I think somewhere inside me there was a baffled child seeking comfort from Dillard’s steadfastness.

I said nothing, and the moment passed.

At length a low bell tolled, signifying the return of gravity. With some relief I turned the hull opaque, locking out the universe.

The months wore away, and at last the ship reached its greatest distance from the Sun. The relativistic tinges faded from the stars as the GUT drive sighed to stillness. I turned the hull transparent once more, and we peered out.

The comet was a grey ghost fifty miles wide, sliding along the rim of the Sun’s gravity well like a bristled spectre.

This comet was one of billions in the Oort Cloud, a rough sphere a third of a light year from the Sun. Comets are balls of grubby snow; only if they fall into the depths of the Solar System does the Sun’s heat cause them to blaze across the sky. But this nucleus had never fallen; since the birth of the planets – perhaps even since the primordial supernova – it had circled alone here, as undisturbed and discrete as some eyeless fish of the ocean depths.

And this isolation was precisely why we had come to visit. As Dillard had explained during the voyage, ‘Brewster, if we’re careful this comet could yield Berry phase image data from half way back to the Big Bang itself …’ He had grinned, boyish. ‘This will knock those portraits of Caesar into a cocked hat, eh?’

The Berry phase of an electron is a quantum attribute which records the particle’s history: its displacements and velocities, the forces which have acted on it … The Berry phase is the particle’s memory. The effect was discovered in the 1980s, but it was not until this century that a way was found to cross-correlate the phases of a multitude of particles to reconstruct three-dimensional traces of macroscopic events …

Images of the past.

When the first Berry image was made public – a murky swampscape reconstructed from a lump of coal – there was wild speculation. Perhaps, for example, you could take a core from the Notebooks and gaze into the eyes of Leonardo …

But it didn’t work out like that. Earthbound particles have been handled, eaten, excreted, incorporated into bone, ground to meal, buried, burned, blasted, over and again. Trying to untangle all that is next to impossible.

By the time we left Earth only the face of Gaius Julius Caesar had emerged from the gloom of centuries, thanks to a chance isolated find in Britain.

But, still, image archaeology had caught the imagination of the world. And when Holistic Church money had started to pour into glamorous science projects, Berry phase research was a prime candidate.

So here I was, orbiting a comet in a ship mostly owned by the First Church.

Well, I wasn’t complaining. As long as I was here.

We got to work. I closed down the ship’s flight systems, and Dillard began to deploy the Berry phase analysis equipment. Five small probes nosed their way out of a stem-mounted cargo pod and spread themselves evenly around the comet nucleus; Dillard took particular care that the probes’ vernier exhaust did not contaminate the comet surface.

Then, from each probe, electric-blue laser light lanced into the comet. Five superhot wavefronts converged at lightspeed on the dead centre of the nucleus. A cubic centimetre of the ancient ice flashed to plasma, and the light beams carried precious Berry phase data back to the probes.

It took less than a second.

Dillard was flushed and excited; perspiration had gathered in droplets over his scalp. I couldn’t help but smile. ‘Is that all there is to it?’

He wiped his brow, grinning. ‘This is where the hard work starts …’

‘Call me when you find something.’

With the Berry extraction complete I was free to set up the rest of our research programme. Over the next few days a hail of small robots tumbled eagerly to the comet surface, and laser and other beams scored the icescape.

At length, restless, I suited up and climbed out of the ship through the airlock; from the transparent roof of the lifecell I kicked off towards the comet nucleus. As the ship receded beneath me the lighted lifecell became a raft of incongruous normality, adrift in a bottomless sea.

I turned myself over and descended feet first towards the comet.

Spires and needles of ice hundreds of feet high bristled menacingly towards me. It was like falling into some cartoon mountain range. As I passed one triple-edged peak I reached out a gloved hand, cautiously; the substance of the peak evaporated within my grasp, less substantial than candyfloss.

These fantastic structures had condensed here thanks to a stillness lasting billions of years; but one trip around the Sun would wipe this nucleus clean.

I landed and – with a hiss transmitted through my suit – I sank to about knee depth in insubstantial gossamer. I found I could walk about with little difficulty, and my motion jumbled the ice into new, precarious sculptures. I walked in a faery city worked in silver and ebony, laced with threads of purplish organic compounds. Arches of feathery ice twisted over my head, seeming to defy even the microgravity of this place.

A movement to my left caught my eye: a fist-sized sample robot clambered busily out of the interior of the comet, its tiny caterpillar treads spinning. For a few seconds it lay as if resting, surrounded by a crater of disturbed ice; then it retracted its treads, sprouted a tiny rocket nozzle, and set off towards the GUTship, leaving me alone with the antique stillness.

I let my heart open up. Moments like this, I suspected, were why I endured the pain, loneliness and boredom of deep space flight; moments like this gave my life its meaning and definition; moments like this were as close as I would ever come to the numinous.

My helmet radio hissed to life. ‘Brewster.’ Dillard’s voice sounded flat. ‘You’d better come back.’

I frowned, my mood broken. ‘What is it?’

‘… I’ve found something.’

He would say no more. With a growing sense of unease I kicked off from the surface of the comet, careless now of the ice sculptures I shattered.

Dillard had extracted a sequence of Berry phase images from the comet core material. When I joined him he was cycling them through his workbench.

I was stunned.

There was a star – not Sol, but a monster: huge, brooding and blighted by vast spots. A clutch of planets showed as discs and crescents.

‘These are good quality traces,’ Dillard said, his voice tight. ‘And remember that a Berry image is like an animated hologram, containing depth and time information; there’s so much data here that –’

I touched his shoulder. ‘Dillard, you don’t need to lecture me. These images are – magical.’

Dillard seemed to take comfort from my impressed reaction, and some of his customary bland composure returned. Underneath, though, I sensed a deep disturbance which I could not understand; hesitant expressions chased across his face.

The stellar system shifted across the screen as the imaging process panned over prehistory. At length the ‘camera’ selected one of the planets, a ruddy crescent off to the left of the huge star, and zoomed in. I stared at the picture, willing myself to make out surface details; but as the planet image grew it continually shattered into boxes of uniform colour which only hesitantly reformed. Dillard explained that we were close to the process’s limit of resolution.

The crescent settled at the centre of the workbench, distinctly red and tipped by small icecaps.

There were stars within the horns of the crescent.

I stared stupidly, shaking my head.

‘Cities, on the nightside,’ Dillard said calmly.

‘Cities?’

‘Watch.’ For a moment I studied him: his broad face remained blank and his shoulders were hunched as he worked the workbench controls. His reaction continued to strike me as odd, but my excitement at the Berry traces was overwhelming, and I turned once more to the images.

Now more details trickled through the frosted-glass imaging process. A little above the world’s surface I made out sections of arcs; it was rather as if the planet image had been sketched hastily and was surrounded by remains of earlier drafts. At first I speculated that the world was ringed; but the truth, as it emerged, was far stranger: a Net of light surrounded the planet, a wide mesh like a longitude-latitude grid. Beads of green and brown slid along the Net, here and there dropping to the surface through the thin layer of air.

Now a ship dropped gracefully into the image, a slim cylinder of startling blue; it slid through the Net and settled towards the planet surface. It was difficult to be sure of the scale – but the ship looked so vast that its keel must have been bent to match the curve of the world.

The image faded, leaving the workbench empty.

I reached behind me, found a couch, and pulled myself into it. ‘Dillard, man; I don’t know what to say.’

He spread his wide hands flat on the workbench.

I said, ‘This is a triumph. More than we could have expected. This is – the discovery of the age! The first evidence of life, intelligence beyond Earth. So we’re not alone –’

‘But we are.’ There was an edge in his voice and again I caught the impression of some deep distress. ‘These images are more than five billion years old, Brewster.’

‘But there may be other traces of their passing.’ Suddenly my overworked imagination was full of images of a new Renaissance, as GUTships scoured the Oort Cloud for the wisdom of a lost race –

‘No. Brewster, you’ve had some astrophysical training; think it through. What did you make of that star? Was it a quiet little main-sequencer like Sol?’

I remembered the star: massive, swollen even, with those deep spots racing across its surface –

Dillard mused, ‘Already they must have been preparing for the betrayal of their star. Perhaps they moved their cities underground, or erected force fields. Perhaps they were even planning to move their worlds.’

‘The star is going to supernova,’ I breathed.

‘Wrong. It did supernova. Five billion years ago.’

I felt a great sadness settle over me. ‘So we’ve lost them.’ My head seemed to clear as my wilder imaginings evaporated. Dillard still drifted over his workbench, his labourer’s hands spread flat against its empty surface. ‘Dillard, forgive me,’ I said. ‘I still can’t understand the way you’re taking this. To extract this data is a great achievement. Why is it distressing you so?’

He turned away, his face working. ‘Brewster, I’m going to take a break. Excuse me. There isn’t much more I can do with the facilities here in any event; when we get back to Earth I will be able to extend the range of the Berry images forwards and backwards in time – maybe all the way up to the explosion itself –’

I said harshly, ‘Dillard, your faith has taken a dent today, hasn’t it? Is that the problem? Your Church is based on the premise that the universe was designed for man; and that therefore we are alone. Its mass appeal is based on that anthropocentric element. Yet today you have found proof that another race existed.’

‘Brewster –’

‘But you’re a scientist, man. Surely you can rise above this. The old Christian churches had to absorb Darwin’s ideas; if your faith is strong enough it will survive –’

‘Brewster.’ His voice was hard and his hands had gathered into fists. ‘Please don’t lecture me on matters you don’t understand.’

And he pulled himself away from the bench and into his privacy booth.

I stared after him.

And, at length, I began to work it out.

Dillard’s faith had been more than damaged. It had been destroyed.

The Berry process had shown us another race building cities, sailing between planets. Perhaps they too had evolved some equivalent of our anthropic theory, by which they also believed the universe had been built as a sort of racial adventure playground for them.

But their sun had exploded, and their worlds were put to fire.

Perhaps Dillard’s faith could have survived even these blows, but there was more.

For this comet was a relic of the birth of the Solar System, of the great compressive wave which had crossed this region of space and sparked into existence the Sun and a host of other stars …

A wave emanating from a supernova.

Today Dillard and I had seen the star which had exploded so that Earth, and human life, could be born; and so our very substance was composed of the blasted carcasses of that lost race. Just as we, one day, would die so that some other people, fantastically different, could arise – another race to believe, fondly and foolishly, that the universe was designed for them alone.

Anthropocentrism was dead.

Dillard’s Church would probably survive, I reflected, even with its anthropic heart ripped out; the cynicism of its wealthy leaders would see to that. But Dillard was an intelligent and honest man, and now he would have to come to terms with this amputation of his philosophy.

As would I. I grieved – not for Dillard, but for my confused self, left once more without even the faith of others for comfort.

Clumsily I made the workbench replay the Berry traces, over and again.





Darkness

Philmus fell out of the light.

She staggered as she dropped into her new body; it was small, compact, with a lower centre of gravity than her own. Hillegas’s Virtual scenario flooded over her, a penetrative assault of vision, sounds and smells.

A room: large, gloomy, giving onto a veranda. It was day, but so dark that candles burned on the mantel. A log fire made the room hot, the air heavy. Through the open French window she could see terraced gardens, sweeping down to a lake. Vine leaves crowded around the window frame; but the leaves were small and yellow, under-nourished, and the sky outside was piled thick with brooding clouds.

At a desk before the window sat a man. Sheets of paper on the desk-top were covered with fine, ink-blotched handwriting, heavily revised. There was other furniture in the room: a couch, a heavy armchair, bookcases, small tables. There was an overpowering scent of dirt – musk – barely overlaid by perfumes; the people of this age had had odd notions of hygiene, she remembered.

Philmus held up her hands: they were delicate, the palms free of calluses, and there was a silk ruff around her wrists. The hands were those of a twenty-year-old; she’d lost about thirty years in age, she estimated. Her dress, blue, was heavy around her legs – it consisted of layers of stiff, useless material – and something dug into her waist, maybe a corset. Her hair was pulled back into what might be a bun, so tight it hurt.

Another man stood beside her. Was this Hillegas? Tall, young, thinning blond hair, a rather blank expression. His suit was of some rough, dark material; his boots were polished and dark against the carpet.

‘Christ,’ she said. ‘I hate this part. The arrival.’ Her voice, she found, was high-pitched.

To her surprise, the man at the desk seemed to react. He turned and ran his hands through a mop of hair – red, shot with grey. ‘Polidori?’ He peered at her – no, through her, she realized. He looked perhaps thirty. He wore a shirt open at the neck, what looked like jodhpurs, and boots like Hillegas’s.

Hillegas ignored him. ‘We’re in the Villa Diodati,’ he murmured to Philmus. ‘By the shore of Lac Léman – Lake Geneva. It’s 1816. July.’

‘July? But it’s so dark. It’s more like winter.’

The man at the desk stood and stepped towards them. ‘Is that you, Polidori?’ His accent was clipped – not like modern British – almost Germanic, Philmus thought. His face was strong, compelling, but pale and dark-eyed, she saw, and there was a layer of unattractive fat over his belly and ribs. He had a limp; one of his shoes was built up. ‘I hear you speak – I see you, but indistinctly – are you spectres? Oh! damn this weather – for a bit of sunlight …’

The man was only three feet from Philmus. ‘Can he see us?’

‘No,’ Hillegas said.

‘Are you sure? Maybe there’s some leakage –’

‘ Hillegas walked indifferently around the red-haired man and crossed to the desk. Philmus followed uneasily, oddly embarrassed, avoiding the man’s questing eyes.

Hillegas pointed to one of the sheets on the desk. ‘“The brows of men by the despairing light/ Wore an unearthly aspect, as by fits/ The flashes fell upon them …”’ He turned to her, evidently excited. ‘This is it! The manuscript of Darkness …’

The red-haired man turned and strode back to the desk. ‘Damn you,’ he shouted. He picked up a page of his manuscript, crumpled it dramatically and hurled it towards the window. The paper disappeared as soon as it passed through the window-frame, out of the man’s sight; it was clumsy, and Philmus’s doubts about the quality of Hillegas’s simulation deepened. The man cried, ‘I cannot write! – not the simplest letter. It is as if you have scooped out half my brain, and all of my heart! Why do you spectres not simply kill me?’ He opened a drawer in the desk, angrily searching for something.

‘Something’s wrong,’ Philmus said, watching him. ‘Definitely. He is aware of us, and he’s conscious of a change in his internal condition. He knows he’s not the man of his memories.’

Hillegas stared at the man with a kind of greed. ‘But the simulation’s worked. Don’t you see? He’s in the middle of composing Darkness. I’ll be able to ask him – But I need more processing power. Especially if I’m going to achieve a definitive reconstruction of the poem’s composition.’

‘I don’t think you’re listening to me,’ she said. She felt tired, and her Virtual body, in its restricting, heavy clothes, was irritating her. ‘This isn’t a question of authenticity, Hillegas. If you’ve allowed this projection to become fully self-aware, you’ve broken the sentience laws.’

Hillegas’s face showed an echo of anger. The face was odd, inhuman, not a full reflection of his mind; it was as if the small muscles around his mouth, governing expression, had been cut. Hillegas’s body, like much of the rest of the simulation, was imperfectly visualized; he’d obviously devoted most of the mips available to him to the core of his Virtual, the man at the desk.

Then Hillegas’s lips moved – he was sub-vocing, she realized belatedly.

‘Hillegas. Don’t try anything –’

Hillegas’s body seemed to shimmer, and it became more solid, subtly; she was aware of his stronger presence, there in the room with her, as if his gravity field had been increased. She felt wraith-like, insubstantial by comparison.

The red-haired man stared at Hillegas, his full lips parting in shock. To him, Philmus realized, a shadow had just congealed into flesh and blood.

Events moved rapidly, then, out of her control.

Hillegas stepped forward, his hands spread wide. ‘Lord Byron. I –’

The other man took something from the desk drawer. It was a pistol. He fired it, directly into Hillegas’s chest.

It was more an explosion than a shot. Byron’s arm was hurled backwards by the recoil. The ball, hard and massive, ripped through Hillegas’s torso, and embedded itself in the wall beyond. There was a sharp stink of cordite.

Hillegas looked down, startled, at the hole in his chest. Pixels fluttered about him, blocks of colour in the air.

Philmus sub-voced herself up to Hillegas’s density. Byron saw her materialize, and saliva streaked at the corner of his mouth. He dropped the pistol on the desk, and rubbed his firing arm.

Philmus stepped forward. ‘Congratulations, Hillegas. Now you’ve really blown it.’

Hillegas’s face sketched confusion and fear. The pixels clustered like blood platelets over a wound; she could see his shirt and jacket reforming.

‘Are you ghosts?’ Byron was whispering. ‘But I do not credit ghosts; for I cannot accept the existence of spirits without a belief in God … What are you, then?’

‘Sit down,’ Philmus said.

His eyes were dark and savage. ‘Young woman –’

‘Sit,’ she said heavily, ‘down.’

He sat, still massaging his bruised arm.

Hillegas turned to her. ‘Philmus –’

‘Onto the veranda,’ she ordered. ‘You –’ she stabbed a finger at Byron ‘ – wait there. Don’t do a damn thing.’

After the room’s stuffy interior, the cold outside soon penetrated. She wrapped her arms around her, grateful for the thickness of her clothes. It may have been July, but the temperature was no higher than ten or fifteen degrees.

Lac Léman was a steel mirror, reflecting mountains. She saw a sail-boat toiling across the lake surface, ship-waves arcing from its bow across the dead water. There was little sign of habitation: more villas perched on hill-sides, huts speckling the lake shore. Threads of smoke rose up from many of the buildings. She wondered how far this Villa Diodati was from Geneva.

She lifted her face to the sky. The dome of cloud, thick and uniform, cast a grey pall even over the gaunt shoulders of the Alps, on the lake’s far shore. There were puddles on the veranda, and in the terraced garden beyond, as if it had been raining recently, and frequently.

But they were close to the edge of the projection, here, and the scene had a lack of substance which enabled her to make out, dimly and occasionally, another vista underlying the surface of things. It was like glimpsing a landscape in the quivering surface of a soap bubble.

Across/within Lac Léman, the campus of Stanford University stretched away, the trees’ enviroshields glimmering. Further off, through the misty images of mountains, she made out an immense sphere hulking over the horizon: that was the Palo Alto Snowball, millions of tons of carbon dioxide frozen out of the air and lagged with fibreglass insulator.

And in the sky, just visible as a sketch through cracks in the cloud image, she could make out a Wong Curtain. The sheets of zinc and aluminium wire, suspended twenty-five miles above the ground, were busily charging ozone-busting chlorofluorocarbon pollutants to harmlessness. Superposed over the clouds of 1816 Switzerland, the Curtain was a bizarre, angular sight, like a huge starship falling into the atmosphere. Except that starships don’t exist. Not yet, anyway.

She shivered again. ‘Your simulation is shoddy, Hillegas. And why is it so damn cold?’

‘This is 1816,’ Hillegas said. ‘The “year without a summer”.’

‘What happened?’

‘The eruption of Tambora, in the East Indies, last year – I mean, in 1815,’ he said. ‘The greatest volcanic explosion in centuries. Cubic miles of dust injected into the atmosphere; cold and gloomy weather all around the world. Harvests failed all over Europe and Asia; in America the migration to the Midwest was accelerated by –’

‘It’s damn depressing.’

‘Yes. It didn’t do much for his peace of mind.’

‘Whose?’

‘Byron’s. He’d just been forced out of England in disgrace. He’d fathered a child by his half-sister, and another in a loveless marriage, where he’d behaved brutally. His friends shunned him. He was drinking too much brandy, and taking laudanum. In a letter to his friend John Hobhouse –’

‘I don’t care,’ Philmus said wearily. ‘I’m just a cop, remember? Jesus, Hillegas. Have you got any idea how much trouble you’re in?’

‘But the project –’

‘Let me spell it out, college boy. You’ve got the processing balance wrong. Byron is too deep; the rest of your simulation too shallow.’ She waved a hand at the cracked sky. ‘Look at that. No wonder Byron became suspicious. You’ve created a self-aware life form, which has strong suspicions of its true nature. And that’s against the law.’

‘I needed more mips. I told Professor Laussel. And Laussel said he’d back me up, over the Byron projection.’

‘Well, when it came to the crunch, he didn’t, Hillegas. In fact it was Laussel who called me in.’ And maybe you’re dumber than you look. For the first time she felt a twinge of sympathy for Hillegas; he was only a student, and he did seem to have been abandoned by the University authorities. Perhaps he’d been set up, in fact; she wondered how many of his seniors had been intrigued enough by this project to authorize it discreetly, letting this boy take the risks for them. And the rap. But she suppressed the thought; alone or not, Hillegas had known what he was doing when he got into this.

Hillegas stalked to the edge of the veranda. ‘You don’t even know what I’m trying to achieve here. Do you? It’s that poem. Darkness. What it meant to Byron – and what it means for us. I –’

‘Tell it to the judge,’ she said bluntly. ‘My responsibility, now, is to the thing you’ve made in there.’

There was a submerged determination in the numbed layers of his face. ‘You could authorize more mips. Couldn’t you? Right here and now.’

‘Only for the benefit of the sentient,’ she snapped. ‘Not for your research.’

He smirked. ‘But maybe the sentient will be interested by my project. Intrigued. What then, cop? What will the “benefit of the sentient” mean then?’

‘Hillegas –’

‘Why don’t you ask him? You have to talk to him anyway. Why don’t you ask Byron?’

George Gordon, the sixth Lord Byron, was still sitting at his desk – just as she’d ordered – moodily toying with his pen. The pistol, its muzzle blackened, lay on the desk-top.

His eyes shone, cat-like, as he watched Philmus and Hillegas return to the room.

Philmus stood before Byron and prepared to read him his rights. ‘Lord Byron –’

He looked at her acutely. ‘Is that my name?’

I hate this part too, she thought. I hate the whole damn job, in fact. ‘I’m a police officer. Do you understand? I work for an executive administration concerned with the preservation and enforcement of public order –’

‘Are you from Geneva?’

‘No.’ No, from much further than that. ‘I’m an American. And this is not Switzerland.’

‘Then where?’

‘California. The west coast of America. I have to tell you that what you see here –’ she waved a hand ‘– isn’t real. It’s a sort of picture – an illusion.’

She couldn’t tell if he understood her. ‘And I? Am I real, madam American? Are you?’

Her upper chest felt constricted. There’s no gentle way to say it. ‘I’m real,’ she said. ‘And so’s Hillegas – this man, here. Although we don’t look like this; these aren’t our bodies. But you are –’

She stopped. He searched her face, haunted.

‘A sort of automaton,’ Hillegas said.

‘Sir,’ Philmus said to Byron, ‘two centuries have passed since 1816. We are in the future – your future.’

Byron stared at Lac Léman, beyond the window; a muscle twitched in his cheek. His face, its handsome lines masked by puffiness, was like a pool, with currents of speculation and emotion criss-crossing within its depths; this was an impressive projection, she conceded.

‘I think I knew,’ he said at length.

‘You understand?’ she asked, surprised. ‘You accept what I say?’

‘I was aware of something wrong. Certain discontinuities in the warp and weft of things.’ He touched his scalp gingerly. ‘And here, I find a place of echoes, a half-empty house from whence the people have fled.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Hillegas said. ‘If I’d had more mips, I –

‘Shut up, Hillegas. Look, sir, you have been projected illegally. We have laws against the creation of consciousness for frivolous or immoral purposes; that’s why I was called in, to inspect this simulation. But now that you do exist, you have rights, under our Constitution.’ She spoke rapidly. ‘You have the right to continued existence for an indefinite period in information space, if you wish it. You have the right to readonly interfaces with the prime world … I’ll explain all these terms. You have the right to specify the Virtual environment which –’

Hillegas grabbed her arm. ‘Let me talk to him.’

‘Haven’t you done enough, damn it?’

Hillegas’s eyes seemed to glitter. ‘He’s fully accepted the reality of what you’ve told him. He doesn’t have need of your counselling.’

‘And I don’t need you to tell me my job.’

Byron rose from his chair with a languid grandeur; his mood seemed to be changing, blackening. ‘Your clap-trap bores me. Why have you people summoned me from Hell?’

Philmus found herself quailing before his sudden anger; there was something elemental about it, as if it arose from some fundamental fracture within him.

‘Let me answer his question,’ Hillegas said. ‘He has the right to know.’

Byron stepped forward, almost coming between them, and Philmus’s head was filled with his powerful, stale stink. Talk to me – not to each other – now that you have troubled to conjure my bones from their grave!’

Philmus felt dizzy, distracted by the tightness and weight of her clothes, the oppressiveness of the day, Byron’s powerful presence. ‘All right,’ she said weakly. She moved away from them towards the window, trying to get some air. Through a new crack in the sky, she saw a brief flare of light: probably a Nanosoft killersat taking out a rival, somewhere above the poisonous atmosphere.

‘Lord Byron,’ Hillegas said hesitantly, ‘I am a student. And I’m fascinated by your poem –’

‘Which poem?’ Byron snapped with arrogance.

‘Darkness. This one.’ Hillegas picked up a page from the desk-top. ‘“Morn came and went – and came, and brought no day,/ And men forgot their passions in the dread/Of this their desolation …”’

‘It is new,’ Byron grumbled. He paced about the desk, and then he sat down, his boots reflecting the candlelight. ‘It is unfinished.’

‘In my day,’ Hillegas said, half-smiling, ‘it remains famous. After two centuries. It has intrigued generations. As has much of your work.’

Byron looked pleased, Philmus thought, though he tried to hide it with a scowl. She felt a prickle of scorn. After all the shocks he’s suffered – even the agony of his recreation as a homonculus – he’s retained his vanity. God, I always hated poetry.

‘And it is for this work –’ Byron flicked the papers on his desk ‘ – this scribble, that you have roused me from my long sleep?’

‘It’s important,’ Hillegas said, and there was an edge in his voice now – an intensity – that made Philmus turn away from Byron to study Hillegas.

‘We have to know what you meant by the poem,’ Hillegas said. ‘Here.’ He scrabbled on the desk, and picked out another manuscript page. ‘The poem opens: “I had a dream, which was not all a dream …”’

‘And so it was,’ Byron said lazily. ‘A dream. Or a hypnoid fantasy, perhaps …’

‘“The bright Sun was extinguish’d, and the stars/Did wander darkling in the eternal space,/ Rayless, and pathless, and the icy Earth/Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air …”’ Hillegas dropped the page. ‘I have to know what you meant,’ he said urgently.

Philmus felt suspicious. This did not sound like a run-of-the-mill literary research topic; something deeper was going on here, something she didn’t understand yet. She crossed to the desk. ‘Show me this damn poem.’

Hillegas picked up the manuscript pages, muttering to himself, and assembled them in order; evidently he knew the poem almost by heart.

She tried to scan the poem quickly, but Byron’s handwriting was too impenetrable, the layers of corrections obscuring; and she had to go back to the start.

The poem’s narrator described his ‘dream’ of an Earth plunged into darkness. ‘Morn came and went – and came, and brought no day …’ Cities and forests were burned for light and heat, but the fires faded. Men despaired, and the ecology evidently collapsed. ‘The wild birds shriek’d,/ And, terrified, did flutter on the ground,/ And flap their useless wings…’

Wars were fought over the last food-stocks. Finally, ‘The world was void … / Seasonless, herbless, treeless, manless, lifeless … / The winds were wither’d in the stagnant air,/ And the clouds perish’d; Darkness had no need/Of aid from them – She was the Universe’.

Philmus found herself shivering.

Byron’s eyes, bright in the gloom, were fixed on her. ‘I was watching you; your lips moved. The image of the birds disturbed you. Did it not? Despite yourself.’

She shrugged, trying to be casual. ‘Why is this so important to you, Hillegas? Why were you prepared to risk breaking the law?’

His imperfectly focused face worked. ‘Didn’t the poem sound prescient to you, as if it were predicting a future – our future, of ecological and climatic collapse? Look, Philmus – what if the poem describes, not just a dream, but a vision?’

And suddenly she saw it, whole and entire. ‘Oh, Christ,’ she said, disgusted. ‘You think this poem of Byron’s is a prophecy of our own time? That’s what this is all about?’

‘What if it’s true?’ Hillegas said rapidly. ‘What if the poem is telling us that all our efforts to stave off the eco-collapse are going to fail? If we’ve tipped the Earth’s climate too far away from its life-bearing quasi-stability, perhaps we can’t recover. The starship program is a joke, but maybe it’s the only hope. Maybe –’

She threw the manuscript papers back on the desk, disappointed at the foolishness, the mundanity of it all.

I might have known there would be something like this behind it all. Something pre-rational.

Despite her protests to Hillegas, Philmus had actually started her own career in scientific research, and had drifted into police work when she’d become intrigued by the way scientific progress threw up previously unimaginable new crimes – like the illegal creation of sentience. She’d kept up with her reading on science and technology, though. And she’d watched, with despair, the tendency towards irrationalism grow over her lifetime; it was as if humanity was slipping back into the dream landscape, of gods and supernatural causes, it had inhabited before the Enlightenment. And just at the worst moment, given the multiple crises facing the species.

The advance of technology didn’t seem to help. In fact this is a classic example, she thought. This dumb kid is actually using Virtual technology – millions of mips of processing power – to reinforce his own spooky, superstitious obsessions about Byron’s clairvoyance.

All she could hope to do now was to resolve this sad situation, with as little pain as she could manage to the thing that called itself Byron.

‘Come on, Hillegas. You’re an educated kid – a Stanford student, for God’s sake. How could Byron foretell the future? I’m just a cop, but even I know enough about the Uncertainty Principle to know clairvoyance isn’t possible.

‘And we don’t need visions of the future to explain that poem. We’re already plunged into a world of darkness – here, in 1816 – thanks to that volcano of yours. You told me what a mess Byron’s personal life is; and he’s ingesting plenty to mess up his head … Christ, I’m no psychoanalyst, but what would you expect him to write – “Oh, What A Beautiful Morning”?’

Byron’s eyes flickered between the two of them, fascinated, perhaps amused.

‘No.’ Hillegas shook his head, stubborn, barely listening to her. ‘There’s more to it than that. I know there is.’

Byron turned to Hillegas. ‘What is it you want from me?’

Hillegas breathed hard, and his artificial face looked flushed; this was clearly the moment, Philmus thought, towards which he’d been working, the crux of it all. ‘I want to know about the dream,’ he said. ‘Tell me about the dream. Not as you’ve interpreted the raw material in the poem – what did you actually see?’

Byron picked up his empty pistol, toying with it thoughtfully. ‘Even if it were true,’ he said, ‘that my dream were such a future vision – how could I tell you of it? For – so you have informed me – I am a simulacrum. I am not the poet. I do not share his thoughts, his visions – his dreams.’ He looked scared, Philmus thought, at this statement of the shallowness of his own identity; but he faced them, defying them to answer.

Hillegas tried to explain. ‘You aren’t Byron. But you are a good reconstruction. The processors – the machines which are sustaining you – have access to everything you wrote, or which was written about you. And the machines are pretty smart; the science of the mind, and the techniques of textual analysis, have advanced a lot since your day. We can interpolate – make guesses about your state of mind. What you are experiencing internally is not authentic Byron. It couldn’t be. But it’s as good a guess as can be made.’

Byron frowned and raised his fists to his eye-sockets, in a dramatic gesture that Philmus was coming to recognize as typical of him. ‘Then why is it that your guess is so inadequate?’

Hillegas looked uneasy. ‘What do you mean?’

With sudden violence Byron brushed the manuscript from the desk; as the papers fluttered and fell Philmus was reminded, oddly, of the birds in the poem. ‘I mean,’ Byron shouted, ‘that I can remember nothing of my dream – nothing of the intensity of vision I know I experienced. You have remade me, sir, but you have made me incomplete! – so much so that I cannot even progress my work; I can barely pen a note for the baker.’ He got out of his chair and paced to the window, his deformed foot thudding against the carpet. ‘Oh, damn this gloom! Will it never end?’

Hillegas, grim-faced, turned to Philmus. ‘I need more mips,’ he said. ‘I told you. He needs more mips.’

‘I’m not going to authorize it, Hillegas.’

Byron turned. He was silhouetted by the grey light beyond the window, and candlelight shone over his face, making him look younger. His deep eyes flickered between their faces, alert and haunted, and Philmus felt a prickle of unease. ‘What is he saying?’ he asked her softly. ‘Can you make me whole?’

‘No,’ she said quickly. ‘I mean – it’s not like that, sir. It’s not as simple –’

Suddenly his rage erupted again. He tore at his hair; great clumps of it came away in his hands, speckled with blood. ‘I cannot live like this!’ he roared. ‘I am half what I was – less; I am an empty gourd. Fill me, or smash me!’

‘Do it,’ Hillegas hissed. ‘Come on, Philmus. Authorize the extra mips. It’s obviously for the benefit of the sentient, in this case. And –’

‘And what?’

‘And – no matter what you think of me and my ideas about the poem – we might learn the truth.’

Byron’s eyes were huge before her, filled with reflections of candlelight. The pain etched into his reconstructed face was extraordinary, as graphic as a wound.

She thought again of the poem’s image of the birds, falling to the ground.

Oh, Christ.

She sub-voced an authorization code.

Byron stepped away from her, his eyes alive, his mouth half open. ‘I … My word,’ he said softly. ‘It is as if I have returned to life.’

‘It’s an illusion, sir,’ Philmus warned. ‘You’re no more alive – no more Byron – than you were before.’

Hillegas was breathing hard. He stepped close to Byron. ‘But the dream. Have you retrieved the dream?’

Byron’s gaze became reflective, as if looking inward. ‘Yes. Oh, yes.’ He turned his face up to Hillegas, his mouth set hard.

Hillegas laughed, a triumphal sound that was ugly to Philmus. ‘Show me,’ he said; and he sub-voced.

The simulation – the Villa, the lake, the cloud-cloaked sky – all of it disappeared, as soundlessly as if a bubble had burst. For a moment the three of them, in their heavy nineteenth-century clothes, were suspended in grey light.

And then a storm of pixels closed around them.

A sticky, moist heat hit Philmus immediately, soaking into her heavy, multi-layered dress. There was grass under her feet, long and damp. Gravity turned on again, and she stumbled. Byron, beside her, caught her arm.

Savanna:

The three of them stood isolated at the centre of a vast bowl of grass. Perhaps three miles away there was a lake, small and brackish, and beyond that a range of hills, climbing into mountains. The lower flanks of the mountains were cloaked in forest, and their summits were wreathed in smoke clouds. More clouds, grey and shot with black, coated the sky, growing lighter only at the horizon opposite the mountains.

Philmus heard a remote bellowing. She saw animals working across the plain, two or three miles away. They might have been elephants; they were huge and grey, and tusks gleamed white in the unnatural light of the cloud-shot sky.

‘God,’ Hillegas said. ‘What a place.’ He pulled open his collar.

Byron grinned; of the three of them he was the only one who looked remotely comfortable in his open-necked shirt. ‘We are in my dream,’ he said simply.

‘Where do you think we are?’ Hillegas asked Philmus. ‘Africa?’

‘When is maybe more to the point,’ Philmus murmured. ‘No part of Africa is like this in our time, Hillegas.’ There were no elephants left in Africa, or anywhere else, outside the zygote banks.

Hillegas said uncertainly, ‘What do we do now?’

Byron laughed. He cast about and pointed. ‘There’s a track – see, where the grass has been beaten down? It leads towards the lake. Come. We will walk.’ And, without waiting for acquiescence, he turned and led the way.

Philmus found it difficult to keep up with Byron’s pace, despite his limp. Her 1816 shoes had flat, soft soles, and soon her feet ached.

Hillegas grumbled, ‘This damn heat –’

‘Stop complaining,’ Philmus snapped. ‘This was your idea, remember?’

‘Do you think there’s vulcanism, in that mountain range up ahead?’

Obviously. She ignored Hillegas, and concentrated on following Byron across the uneven ground.

After a few hundred yards, Philmus felt as if she would melt inside her dress, so she ripped it open and cast it away. The dress lay on the grass like an abandoned blue flag, vivid in the overcast gloom. She pulled off a few layers of underskirts, and opened her chemise sufficiently to allow the air to get to her skin. She didn’t care what Hillegas thought of this, of course, but she felt a frisson of embarrassment when Byron paused and turned to look at her. He laughed, once, then proceeded with his vigorous limping towards the lake. He seemed to be singing.

The remote elephants seemed unaware of them. From a stand of trees, Philmus thought she saw a human face peering out at them; but it resolved itself into the scowl of a cat – perhaps a lion – with long sabre teeth protruding over its lower jaw. In the lake ahead, she saw what looked like flamingoes. And she almost tripped over a lizard, hiding in the undergrowth at her feet; it was a foot long, with three sharp horns protruding from its crest. It scampered away from her and then sat in the grass, its huge eyes fixed on her.

They passed a skull, perhaps of an antelope, bleached of flesh. It had been cracked open by a stone arrowhead – little more than a shaped pebble – embedded in a pit in the bone. Byron bent down and prised out the arrowhead with his fingers.

The savanna seemed somehow deserted, and the rapid evolutions and shifting light of the volcanic sky lent the world a sense of impermanence, of urgency and flight. This was a doomed landscape, Philmus felt.

She found the corpse of a bird. She couldn’t identify its species. Its feathers were blackened, its beak gaping; she surmised it had flown into volcanic gas and dust, and had fallen out of the sky.

If this was a dream, it had a remarkable clarity, consistency and internal logic. For the first time, she began to wonder if Hillegas had, after all, stumbled on some kind of truth. And all of this, she mused, interpolated from the words of a poem.

At last, after perhaps two miles, Byron drew to a halt. ‘Look,’ he whispered, pointing ahead towards the lake shore.

Philmus squinted; it was difficult to see through the gloom, and at first she could make out only vague shapes, like low hillocks. Some animal moved between the shapes: tall, lean, like an ape – walking upright.

Suddenly the image resolved itself. The ‘hillocks’ were crude huts, cones of branches woven together. The branches were anchored by stones to the ground. There were perhaps a dozen huts in the little village. Philmus saw hides hanging from a rack before one hut, weighted by threaded stones. From some of the huts threads of smoke rose up to join the roiling clouds, and Philmus was reminded of her distant view of the houses along Lac Léman.

The huts were arranged in a rough circle, and in a clear, trampled area at the centre of the circle, a number of adults had gathered. They were naked, dark-skinned. They were piling tools – spears and stone-bladed axes, choppers, cleavers and scrapers, together with skins and what looked like crude cooking pots – into a heap in the clearing. The people spoke to each other with short, sharp barks which carried across the grass to Philmus; they were clearly cooperating and communicating, and they worked seemingly oblivious of the immense vulcanism behind them. The people looked under-nourished to Philmus: gaunt, skinny.

A child came limping out of one of the huts, pursued by a guttural barking. Her belly was swollen, evidently by malnutrition, the skin stretched and translucent.

Abruptly, one of the adults stepped away from the central group. It was a woman. She raised her head to the air, cavernous nostrils flaring; her face was flat, her jaw projecting. Philmus saw how a thick bank of muscle at the back of her neck made it difficult for her to lift her head.

The woman turned, seeming to look directly into Philmus’s eyes.

‘They’re human.’ Hillegas’s breath was shallow, excited.

‘No,’ Philmus said softly. ‘Look at the thick eyebrow ridges, the skull’s long, low shape, the shelving forehead –’

‘Do you recognize them?’

‘Yes.’ But this is only a dream, for Christ’s sake … ‘I think these people are Homo Erectus. The precursor to H. Sap.’

‘I do not understand,’ said Byron, and Hillegas proceeded to give him a condensed summary of the evolutionary rise of humanity. Philmus studied the woman. She could see her ribs and the shape of her skull. Her dugs were slack and pendulous, and her pubic hair was a tangled triangle.

She worked her memory. Erectus had flourished from a million and a half to maybe two hundred thousand years ago. But the tools and techniques of the group before her appeared crude. So they were a primitive variant – she was probably deeper than a million years into the past – and this, therefore, must be the Rift Valley, in East Africa, where Erectus first evolved. But it’s only a dream, Philmus!

She related this to Hillegas and Byron.

The poet rubbed his chin and stared speculatively at the Erectus woman. ‘I am impressed by your erudition,’ Byron said. ‘But whatever the provenance of these people, it appears we may not enjoy their company long.’

‘What do you mean?’

He waved a hand. ‘They are evidently packing to leave.’

‘I guess they’re fleeing the vulcanism,’ Hillegas said. He peered about, at the iron sky lowering over the little human village. ‘The real question is: why are we here? If this is your dream landscape –’

‘And it is,’ Byron insisted. ‘Although I saw it only in fragments, remembered it in shards … I assembled my poem after much meditation.’

‘I suppose you rationalized the dream vision, of a world you couldn’t comprehend, into a narrative that made some sense to you. But where did the dream come from?’ Hillegas turned to Philmus. ‘I mean, Byron couldn’t possibly have known of the existence of Homo Erectus – of eras like this.’

Philmus sighed. ‘I have an open mind, Hillegas. Despite being a cop for so long. Do you want to hear what I think?’

‘Tell me.’

‘I think you were partly right, after all. Byron’s Darkness dream was a vision of another time. But not of the future – ours or any other – but of the remote past.’

Hillegas stared at her.

‘Look,’ she said patiently, ‘it’s not impossible to imagine we might share inherited memories – records of traumatic, devastating times. In Byron’s case, perhaps his personal instability – forgive me, sir – his use of drugs, and the unique conditions of the “year without a summer”, all combined to release ancestral visions buried inside the deepest, oldest part of his brain.’

Byron bowed his head ironically.

Hillegas frowned, looking confused. ‘I don’t understand. Memories of disasters? Like what?’

‘You’re depressingly ignorant, Hillegas.’ She waved a hand. ‘This is the Rift Valley vulcanism interval of a million and a half years ago. Tectonic shifts, upwells of magma … The ecology and climate collapsed – with a devastating impact on the primitive variant of Erectus who had evolved here.

‘They had been the most advanced and prosperous hominids in the world. But now their game fled, or died; their wells and lakes became stagnant or dry; the climate became impossibly unstable, even lethal.’

‘And did the people die?’ Byron asked.

‘Many of them,’ Philmus said. ‘But not all. They learned new techniques, evolved further; they increased their mobility and varied their diet. And they migrated, seeking better homes.

‘They spread out of Africa, to Europe, East Asia, Java …’

‘So. The near extinction of a race of evident intelligence, followed by a Diaspora lasting a million years.’ Byron gazed at the village. ‘A fine candidate for this “racial memory” you postulate.’

Philmus turned to study the people, as they assembled their crude belongings. ‘A disaster, yes. Of course. But also a beginning. The great migration was the making, the shaping, of Erectus – of the human line as a whole.’

Byron nodded. ‘And thus, in that dark future of your own of which you have hinted, perhaps there are also seeds for hope – that from all your pain and anguish, a new Diaspora may be generated, which will lead the race to new, unimagined heights.’

Philmus thought of the first starships – crude, underfunded things – being assembled in Lunar orbit. ‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘Sir, I outlined your rights earlier. Have you decided what you want to do? Do you need more time?’

Byron still carried the arrowhead; now he tossed it into the air, testing its weight and running his fingers over its surface. ‘I doubt that more time will benefit me, my dear. In these last few hours, you have demolished my world for me – what I remembered as my world, at any rate.

‘I cannot return home – for my home does not exist, has not these past two centuries; and in any case, I did not travel from there. Besides, I was already in exile, in Switzerland. I am as displaced as those poor, naked creatures over there.’

He threw away the arrowhead and grinned at Philmus. ‘I have a fancy to throw in my lot with these people. A man with a brain might build a life for himself, here. Some of the women look as if they might be – cooperative. Besides, I have never been shy of adventure. Did you know I once swam the Hellespont? Is that still remembered?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, we remember.’

‘May I stay here? Is it possible?’

‘It’s your right. We’ll make it so. This world will be maintained as long as you need it. And you’ll not be disturbed.’

They stood awkwardly for a moment. ‘Well,’ Byron said. ‘Perhaps you will think of me. Benedetto te, e la terra che ti fara!’

Hillegas murmured, ‘A Venetian benediction. “May you be blessed, and the Earth which you will make …”’

‘Oddly apposite – don’t you think?’ Byron said. He clapped Hillegas’s shoulder, bent to kiss Philmus gently on the forehead, and made along the path, his vigorous limp carrying him away rapidly.

Philmus breathed the muggy air, and pulled the tatters of her undergarments around her. ‘At least you’ll get your doctorate out of this, Hillegas. And you’ll have plenty of time in jail to write up your thesis.’

Hillegas still appeared confused; he shrugged.

After fifty yards, Byron turned. ‘Scholar! Tell me this. Did I die well?’

Philmus knew Byron had never returned to England. He had died of malaria, and the clumsy ministrations of his doctors, in Greece at the age of thirty-six.

Hillegas called: ‘You die gloriously, sir.’

Byron laughed, waved, and turned towards the village. Philmus saw how the Erectus were watching his approach.

Philmus sub-voced, and she fell into the light.





The Droplet

‘You’re Mr Jakes. Peter, isn’t it? Your brother’s in the collider hall. He won’t see you, I’m afraid.’ He strode into the TLC reception office. He was taller and leaner than me; Paul Newman eyes fixed me from nests of tanned wrinkles.

A bit overwhelmed, I dropped my eyes to the lapel badge he wore. It was a little pyramid of emeralds. The girl behind the desk – Tracy, luminously beautiful – smiled at me. Feeling a bit stronger, I said, ‘I didn’t know I was so easy to recognize.’

His hand squeezed mine, bronzed calluses pressing into my pasty flesh. ‘Well, I guess you do look a little, ah, Englishman lost in California. And maybe the jacket’s kind of quiet. My name’s Reaney. Mike. Hi.’

‘Hello.’

‘I work with your brother George; I took Tracy’s call. George’s wife told me she’d asked you to come over from England. Look … can I buy you a coffee?’

The corridors glowed in the sunlight, suffused with a new carpet smell. I peered into offices that seemed full of healthy people. I couldn’t help comparing it with my memories of shabby English universities.

We came to a lounge, large and comfortable, where Reaney bought me a machine-made cup of coffee. ‘You know we’re under threat of closure here, at the TLC,’ he said.

‘Yes. Mary told me about it. She said it was the cause of George’s … troubles.’

With a rangy grace, Reaney crunched up his cup and lobbed it into a bin. ‘Well, it’s no picnic for any of us.’ He laughed. ‘Of course, most of us try to be rational … we’re not all quite so loony-tune as George. I’ve always thought it was the loss of their kid. Something like that leaves a hole in a guy.’

I stared up at this grinning Californian who stood in such easy judgement over my brother, and tried to think of some response. Then he said disarmingly, ‘I’m sorry. I guess I shouldn’t talk about him like that. To us, he’s just loopy old George …’

‘I’m grateful to you for meeting me,’ I said. ‘There’s no reason why you should be spending time with me like this.’

He shrugged. His eyes roamed the lounge’s pastel walls. ‘Well, I know Mary. And I felt you came a long way to be turned away.’

‘Why won’t he let me see him?’

‘There’s nothing I can do about that, I’m afraid. In the collider hall, if it’s your experiment, your say goes. George has got a deadline to beat. He says.’ He pulled his face into a mock frown. ‘Listen, I’ve a half hour free. Why don’t I show you round the site? If we wait long enough maybe our hero will take a coffee break …’

The TLC was separated from the rest of the Stanford Linear Accelerator Center by
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