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CHAPTER 1

On the Beach at the Ritz

Soon it would be too hot. Looking out fromthe hotel balcony shortly after eight o'clock
Kerans watched the sun rise behind the dense groves of giant gymosperns crowdi ng over the roofs
of the abandoned departnent stores four hundred yards away on the east side of the |agoon. Even
t hrough the massive olive-green fronds the relentless power of the sun was plainly tangible. The
blunt refracted rays drunmed agai nst his bare chest and shoul ders, drawi ng out the first sweat,
and he put on a pair of heavy sunglasses to protect his eyes. The solar disc was no |onger a well -
defined sphere, but a w de expanding ellipse that fanned out across the eastern horizon like a
colossal fire-ball, its reflection turning the dead |eaden surface of the lagoon into a brilliant
copper shield. By noon, |ess than four hours away, the water would seemto burn

Usual | y Kerans woke at five, and reached the biological testing station in tine to do at
| east four or five hours' work before the heat becane intolerable, but this norning he found
himsel f reluctant to | eave the cool, air-curtained haven of the hotel suite. He had spent a couple
of hours over breakfast alone, and then conpleted a sixpage entry in his diary, deliberately
del aying his departure until Colonel Riggs passed the hotel in his patrol boat, know ng that by
then it would be too late to go to the station. The Col onel was al ways eager for an hour of
conversation, particularly when sustained by a few rounds of aperitif, and it would be at |east
el even-thirty before he left, his thoughts solely upon lunch at the base.

For some reason, however, Ri ggs had been del ayed. Presunmably he was carrying out a | onger
sweep than usual of the adjacent |agoons, or perhaps was waiting for Kerans to arrive at the
testing station. For a nonment Kerans wondered whether to try to reach himon the radio transmtter
installed by the signals unit in the |lounge, but the console was buried under a pile of books, its
battery flat. The corporal in charge of the radio station at the base had protested to Ri ggs when
his cheerful norning round-up of old pop songs and | ocal news--an attack by two iguanas on the
hel i copter the previous night, the |atest tenmperature and humi dity readings-- had been cut off
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abruptly hal f-way through the first instalnent. But Riggs recogni sed Kerans' unconscious attenpt
to sever his links with the base--the careful haphazardness of the pyranid of books hiding the set
contrasted too obviously with Kerans' otherw se neticul ous neatness--and tolerantly accepted his
need to isolate hinself.

Leaning on the balcony rail, the slack water ten storeys below reflecting his thin angul ar
shoul ders and gaunt profile, Kerans watched one of the countless thernmal storns rip through a dunp
of huge horse-tails lining the creek which I ed out of the |agoon. Trapped by the surroundi ng
buil di ngs and the inversion |layers a hundred feet above the water, pockets of air woul d heat
rapi dly, then expl ode upwards |ike escapi ng ball oons, |eaving behind thema sudden detonating
vacuum For a few seconds the steam cl ouds hangi ng over the creek dispersed, and a vicious
m ni ature tornado | ashed across the 6o-feet-high plants, toppling themlike matchsticks. Then, as
abruptly, the storm vani shed and the great columar trunks subsided anong one another in the water
i ke sluggish alligators.

Rationalising, Kerans told hinself that he had been wise to remain in the hotel --the
storns were erupting nore and nore frequently as the tenperature rose--but he knew that his rea
nmotive was his acceptance that little now remained to be done. The biol ogical mappi ng had becone a
poi ntl ess gane, the new flora followi ng exactly the enmergent lines anticipated twenty years
earlier, and he was sure that no-one at Canmp Byrd in Northern G eenland bothered to file his
reports, let alone read them

In fact, old Dr. Bodkin, Kerans' assistant at the station, had slyly prepared what
purported to be an eyew tness description by one of Colonel Riggs' sergeants of a |large sail-
backed lizard with a gigantic dorsal fin which had been seen cruising across one of the |agoons,
in all respects indistinguishable fromthe Pelycosaur, an early Pennsylvanian reptile. Had the
report been taken at its face value--heralding the nmomentous return of the age of the great
reptiles--an arny of ecol ogi sts woul d have descended on them i medi ately, backed by a tactica
atom ¢ weapons unit and orders to proceed south at a steady twenty knots. But apart fromthe
routi ne acknowl edgenent signal nothing had been heard. Perhaps the specialists at Canp Byrd were
too tired even to | augh

At the end of the nonth Colonel R ggs and his small holding unit would complete their
survey of the city (had it once been Berlin, Paris or London?, Kerans asked hinself) and set off
northward, towing the testing station with them Kerans found it difficult to believe that he
woul d ever | eave the penthouse suite where he had lived for the past six nonths. The Ritz's
reputation, he gladly agreed, was richly deserved--the bathroom for example, with its black
mar bl e basins and gold-plated taps and mrrors, was |like the side-chapel of a cathedral. In a
curious way it satisfied himto think that he was the | ast guest who would stay at the hotel
i dentifying what he realised was a concl udi ng phase of his own life--the northward odyssey through
the drowned cities in the south, soon to end with their return to Canp Byrd and its bracing
di sciplines--and this farewell sunset of the hotel's |long splendid history.

He had commandeered the Ritz the day after their arrival, eager to exchange his cranped
cabin anong the | aboratory benches at the testing station for the huge, high-ceilinged state-roons
of the deserted hotel. Already he accepted the |lavish brocaded furniture and the bronze art
nouveau statuary in the corridor niches as a natural background to his existence, savouring the
subt| e atnosphere of nelancholy that surrounded these | ast vestiges of a |evel of civilisation now
virtually vani shed forever. Too many of the other buildings around the |agoon had | ong since
slipped and slid away below the silt, revealing their gincrack origins, and the Ritz now stood in
splendid isolation on the west shore, even the rich blue nmoulds sprouting fromthe carpets in the
dark corridors adding to its 19th century dignity.

The suite had originally been designed for a M| anese financier, and was |avishly
furni shed and engi neered. The heat curtains were still perfectly sealed, although the first six
storeys of the hotel were below water |evel and the load walls were beginning to crack, and the
250-anp air-conditioning unit had worked wi thout a halt. Although it had been unoccupied for ten
years little dust had coll ected over the mantel pieces and gilt end-tables, and the triptych of
photo graphic portraits on the crocodil e-skin desk--financier, financier and sleek well-fed
fam ly, financier and even sleeker fifty-storey office block--reveal ed scarcely a blem sh. Luckily
for Kerans his predecessor had left in a hurry, and the cupboards and wardrobes were packed with
treasure, ivory-handl ed squash rackets and handprinted dressi ng gowns, the cocktail bar stocked
with an anple supply of what were now vintage whi skeys and brandi es.

A gi ant Anophel es nosquito, the size of a dragon-fly, spat through the air past his face,
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then dived down towards the floating jetty where Kerans' catanaran was noored. The sun was stil

hi dden behind the vegetation on the eastern side of the |lagoon, but the mounting heat was bringing
the huge vicious insects out of their lairs all over the noss-covered surface of the hotel. Kerans
was reluctant to | eave the bal cony and retreat behind the wiremesh enclosure. In the early norning
light a strange nournful beauty hung over the | agoon; the sonbre green-black fronds of the
gymosperns, intruders fromthe Triassic past, and the hal f-subnerged white-faced buil dings of the
20th century still reflected together in the dark mirror of the water, the two interlocking worlds
apparently suspended at sone junction in tine, the illusion nonentarily broken when a gi ant water
spider cleft the oily surface a hundred yards away.

In the distance, sonewhere beyond the drowned bulk of a large Gothic building half a mle
to the south, a diesel engine coughed and surged. Kerans |eft the bal cony, closing the wire door
behind him and went into the bathroomto shave. Water had | ong ceased to flow through the taps,
but Kerans maintained a reservoir in the plunge bath, carefully purified in a home-made still on
the roof and piped in through the w ndow

Al t hough he was only forty, Kerans' beard had been turned white by the radio-fluorine in
the water, but his bleached crew cut hair and deep anmber tan nade hi m appear at |east ten years
younger. A chronic |ack of appetite, and the new nal arias, had shrunk the dry |eathery skin under
hi s cheekbones, enphasising the ascetic cast of his face. As he shaved he examined his features
critically, feeling the narrowing planes with his fingers, kneading the altered muscul ature which
was slowy transforming its contours and revealing a personality that had remained | atent during
his previous adult life. Despite his introspective manner, he now seenmed nore rel axed and equabl e
than he could renenber, his cool blue eyes surveying hinmself with ironic detachment. The slightly
sel f-conscious absorption in his own world, with its private rituals and observances, had passed
If he kept hinself aloof fromRiggs and his nen this was sinply a matter of conveni ence rather
t han of mi santhropy.

On the way out he picked a nonographed creamsilk shirt fromthe stack left in the
war dr obe by the financier, and slipped into a pair of neatly pressed slacks with a Zurich | abel
Seal i ng the doubl e doors behind him-the suite was effectively a glass box inside the outer brick
wal | s--he nmade his way down the staircase

He reached the |anding stage as Col onel Riggs' cutter, a converted landing craft, pulled
in agai nst the catamaran. Riggs stood in the bows, a trimdapper figure, one booted foot up on the
ranp, surveying the w nding creeks and hanging jungles like an old-time African explorer.

"Good norning, Robert," he greeted Kerans, junmping down on to the swaying platform of
fifty-gallon druns | ashed inside a wooden frame. "G ad you're still here. I've got a job on ny
hands you can help ne with. Can you take the day off fromthe station?"

Kerans hel ped himon to the concrete bal cony that had once jutted froma seventh-fl oor
suite. "OF course, Colonel. As a matter of fact, | have already."

Technically Riggs had overall authority for the testing station and Kerans shoul d have
asked his permission, but the relationship between the two nen was without cerenony. They had
wor ked together for over three years, as the testing station and its mlitary escort noved slowy
northward through the European | agoons, and Riggs was content to |l et Kerans and Bodkin get on with
their work in their own fashion, sufficiently busy hinself with the jobs of nmapping the shifting
keys and harbours and evacuating the last inhabitants. In the latter task he often needed Kerans
hel p, for nost of the people still living on in the sinking cities were either psychopaths or
suffering frommalnutrition and radiation sickness.

In addition to running the testing station, Kerans served as the unit's nedical officer
Many of the people they cane across required i medi ate hospitalisation before being flow out in
the helicopter to one of the large tank-landing craft ferrying refugees up to Canp Byrd. Injured
mlitary personnel nmarooned on an office block in a deserted swanp, dying recluses unable to
separate their own identities fromthe cities where they had spent their lives, disheartened
freebooters who had stayed behind to dive for loot--all these Riggs good-hunouredly but firmy
hel ped back to safety, Kerans ready at his el bow to admi nister an anal gesic or tranquilliser
Despite his brisk mlitary front, Kerans found the Col onel intelligent and synpathetic, and with a
conceal ed reserve of droll hunour. Sonetines he wondered whether to test this by telling the
Col onel about Bodkin's Pelycosaur, but on the whol e decided against it.

The sergeant concerned in the hoax, a dour conscientious Scotsnman called Macready, had
clinmbed up onto the wire cage that encl osed the deck of the cutter and was carefully sweepi ng away
the heavy fronds and vines strewn across it. None of the three other nmen tried to help him under
their heavy tans their faces | ooked pinched and drawn, and they sat inertly in a row agai nst a
bul khead. The conti nuous heat and the nassive daily doses of antibiotics drained all energy from
t hem
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As the sun rose over the lagoon, driving clouds of steaminto the great gol den pall
Kerans felt the terrible stench of the water-line, the sweet conpacted snells of dead vegetation
and rotting ani nal carcases. Huge flies spun by, bouncing off the wire cage of the cutter, and
giant bats raced across the heating water towards their eyries in the ruined buildings. Beautiful
and serene fromhis balcony a few mnutes earlier, Kerans realised that the | agoon was not hi ng
nmore than a garbage-filled swanp.

"Let's go up onto the deck," he suggested to Riggs, lowering his voice so that the others

woul d not hear. "I'Ill buy you a drink."
"Good man. I'mglad to see you' ve really caught on to the grand manner." Ri ggs shouted at
Macready: "Sergeant, |'mgoing up to see if | can get the Doctor's distillation unit to work." He

wi nked at Kerans as Macready acknow edged this with a sceptical nod, but the subterfuge was
harm ess. Most of the men carried hip-flasks, and once they secured the sergeant's grudgi ng
approval they would bring themout and settle down placidly until the Col onel returned.

Kerans clinmbed over the windowsill into the bedroom overl ooking the jetty. 'Wat's your
probl em Col onel ?"

"It's not _nmy_ problem If anything, in fact, it's yours."

They trudged up the staircase, Riggs slapping with his baton at the vines entw ned around

the rail. "Haven't you got the el evator working yet? | always thought this place was over-rated."
However, be smiled appreciatively when they stepped into the clear ivorycool air of the penthouse,
and sat down thankfully in one of the gilt-legged Louis XV arncthairs. "Well, this is very
gracious. You know, Robert, | think you have a natural talent for beachconbing. | may nove in here

with you. Any vacanci es?”

Kerans shook his head, pressing a tab in the wall and waiting as the cocktail bar
di sgorged itself froma fake bookcase. "Try the Hlton. The service is better."

The reply was jocular, but much as he liked Riggs he preferred to see as little of himas
possi ble. At present they were separated by the intervening | agoons, and the constant clatter of
the galley and arnobury at the base were safely nmuffled by the jungle. Al though he had known each
of the twenty nmen in the unit for at least a couple of years, with the exception of Ri ggs and
Sergeant Macready, and a few terse grunts and questions in the sickbay, he had spoken to none of
them for six nonths. Even his contacts with Bodkin he kept to a nminimum By nutual consent the two
bi ol ogi sts had di spensed with the usual pleasantries and small-talk that had sustained themfor
the first two years during their sessions of catal oguing and slide preparation at the | aboratory.

This growi ng isolation and sel f-containment, exhibited by the other nmenbers of the unit
and fromwhich only the buoyant Ri ggs seened i mmune, reni nded Kerans of the slackening netabolism
and biological withdrawal of all aninmal forns about to undergo a nmjor netanorphosis. Sonetines he
wonder ed what zone of transit he hinself was entering, sure that his own wthdrawal was
synptonmatic not of a dormant schizophrenia, but Of a careful preparation for a radically new
environnent, with its own internal |andscape and | ogic, where old categories of thought woul d
merely be an encunbrance.

He handed a | arge Scotch to Riggs, then took his own over to the desk, self-consciously
removed sonme of the books stacked over the radio console.

"Ever try listening to that thing?" R ggs asked, playfully introducing a hint of reproof
into his voice

"Never," Kerans said. "lIs there any point? W know all the news for the next three mllion
years."

"You don't. Really, you should switch it on just now and then. Hear all sorts of
interesting things." He put his drink down and sat forward. "For exanple, this norning you woul d
have heard that exactly three days from now we're packing up and | eaving for good." He nodded when
Kerans | ooked around in surprise. "Canme through last night fromByrd. Apparently the water |eve
is still rising, all the work we've done has been a total waste--as |'ve always naintai ned,
incidentally. The Anmerican and Russian units are being recalled as well. Tenperatures at the
Equator are up to one hundred and ei ghty degrees now, going up steadily, and the rain belts are
continuous as high as the 20th parallel. There's nore silt too--"

He broke of f, watching Kerans speculatively. '"What's the matter? Aren't you relieved to be
goi ng?"

"Of course," Kerans said automatically. He was holding an enpty gl ass, and wal ked across
the room intending to put it on the bar, instead found hinself absent-m ndedly touching the clock
over the mantel piece. He seened to be searching the roomfor sonething. "Three days, you said?"

"What do you want--three mllion?" Riggs grinned broadly. "Robert, | think you secretly
want to stay behind."

Kerans reached the bar and filled his glass, collecting hinself. He had oniy nanaged to
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survive the nonotony and boredom of the previous year by deliberately suspendi ng hinself outside
the normal world of time and space, and the abrupt return to earth had nmonentarily disconcerted
him In addition, he knew, there were other notives and responsibilities.

"Don't be absurd," he replied easily. "I sinply hadn't realised that we mi ght withdraw at
such short notice. Naturally I'"'mglad to be going. Though | admit | have enjoyed being here." He
gestured at the suite around them "Perhaps it appeals to ny fin de siecle_tenperanent. Up at
Canp Byrd I'Il be living in half a ness tin. The nearest |'ll ever get to this sort of thing wll
be ' Bouncing with Beethoven' on the local radio show "

Ri ggs roared at this display of disgruntled hunour, then stood up, buttoning his tunic.
"Robert, you're a strange one."

Kerans finished his drink abruptly. "Look, Colonel, |I don't think I'll be able to help you
this norning after all. Something rather urgent has cone up." He noticed R ggs nodding slowy.
"Ch, | see. That was your problem _My_problem"”

"Right. | saw her last night, and again this nmorning after the news cane through. You'l
have to convince her, Robert. At present she refuses point-blank to go. She doesn't realise that
this time is the end, that there'll be no nore holding units. She may be able to hang on for
anot her six nonths, but next March, when the rain belts reach here, we won't even be able to get a
heli copter in. Anyway, by then no-one will care. | told her that and she just wal ked away."

Kerans sniled bleakly, visualising the familiar swirl of hip and haughty stride. "Beatrice
can be difficult sometines," he tenporised, hoping that she hadn't offended Riggs. It would
probably take nore than three days to change her m nd and he wanted to be sure that the Col one
woul d still be waiting. "She's a conplex person, lives on nany levels. Until they all synchronise
she can behave as if she's insane."

They left the suite, Kerans sealing the air-locks and setting the thernostat alarns so
that the air would be a pleasant eighty degrees in two hours' tine. They made their way down to
the | andi ng stage, Riggs pausing occasionally to savour the cool gilded air in one of the public
drawi ng roons overlooking the | agoon, hissing at the snakes which glided softly anong the danp,
fungus-covered settees. They stepped into the cutter and Macready slamed the door of the cage
behi nd t hem

Five mnutes later, the catamaran gliding and swirling behind the cutter, they set off
fromthe hotel across the | agoon. Golden waves glimrered up into the boiling air, the ring of
massi ve plants around them seening to dance in the heat gradients |ike a voodoo jungle.

Ri ggs peered sonbrely through the cage. "Thank God for that signal fromByrd. W shoul d
have got out years ago. Al this detailed mapping of harbours for use in sonme hypothetical future
is absurd. Even if the solar flares subside it will be ten years before there's any serious
attenpt to re-occupy these cities. By then nost of the bigger buildings will have been snot hered
under the silt. It'll take a couple of divisions to clear the jungle away fromthis |agoon al one
Bodkin was telling ne this norning that already sonme of the canopies--of non-lignified plants,
mar k you--are over two hundred feet high. The whole place is nothing but a confounded zoo."

He took off his peaked cap and rubbed his forehead, then shouted across the nounting roar
of the two outboard diesels: "If Beatrice stays here much longer she wll_ be insane. By the way,
that rem nds nme of another reason why we've got to get out." He glanced across at the tall lonely
figure of Sergeant Macready at the tiller, staring fixedly at the breaking water, and at the
pi nched haunted faces of the other nen. "Tell ne, Doctor, how do you sl eep these days?"

Puzzl ed, Kerans turned to | ook at the Col onel, wondering whether the question obliquely
referred to his relationship with Beatrice Dahl. Ri ggs watched himwith his bright intelligent
eyes, baton flexed between his neat hands. "Very soundly," he replied carefully. "Never better
Why do you ask?"

But Riggs nerely nodded and began to shout instructions at Macready.

CHAPTER 2
The Com ng of the |guanas

Screeching |ike a di spossessed banshee, a | arge hamer-nosed bat soared straight out of
one of the narrow inlets off the creek and swerved straight toward the cutter. Its sonar confused
by the labyrinth of giant webs spun across the inlet by the colonies of wolf spiders, it m ssed
the wire hood above Kerans' head by only a few feet, and then sailed away along the |ine of
subrerged office blocks, gliding in and out of the huge sail-like fronds of the fern trees
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sprouting fromtheir roofs. Suddenly, as it passed one of the projecting cornices, a notionless
st one- headed creature snapped out and plucked the bat fromthe air. There was a brief piercing
squawk and Kerans caught a glinmpse of the crushed wings clanped in the lizard's jaws. Then the
reptile shrank back invisibly anong the foliage

Al the way down the creek, perched in the wi ndows of the office bl ocks and depart ment
stores, the iguanas watched them go past, their hard frozen heads jerking stiffly. They | aunched
thenmsel ves into the wake of the cutter, snapping at the insects dislodged fromthe air-weed and
rotting | ogs, then swam through the wi ndows and cl anbered up the staircases to their forner
vantage points, piled three deep across each other. Wthout the reptiles, the |agoons and the
creeks of office blocks hal f-subnerged in the i mense heat would have had a strange dreamli ke
beauty, but the iguanas and basilisks brought the fantasy down to earth. As their seats in the one-
ti me boardroons indicated, the reptiles had taken over the city. Once again they were the dom nant
formof life.

Looki ng up at the ancient inpassive faces, Kerans coul d understand the curious fear they
roused, rekindling archaic nenories of the terrifying jungles of the Pal eocene, when the reptiles
had gone down before the enmergent mammal s, and sense the inplacabl e hatred one zool ogi cal cl ass
feel s towards anot her that usurps it.

At the end of the creek they entered the next |agoon, a wide circle of dark green water
alnost half a mile in dianmeter. A lane of red plastic buoys marked a channel towards an opening on
the far side. The cutter had a draught of little nore than a foot, and as they noved al ong through
the flat water, the sun slanting down behind them opening up the subnmerged depths, they could see
the clear outlines of five- and six-storey buildings |ooming |ike giant ghosts, here and there a
noss- covered roof breaking the surface as the swell rolled past it.

Sixty feet below the cutter a straight grey promenade stretched away between the
bui | di ngs, the remains of sonme former thoroughfare, the rusting hunped shells of cars stil
standi ng by the curb. Many of the |agoons in the centre of the city were surrounded by an intact
ring of buildings, and consequently little silt had entered them Free of vegetation, apart froma
few drifting clunps of Sargasso weed, the streets and shops had been preserved al nost intact, |ike
a reflection in a lake that has somehow | ost its original

The bul k of the city had | ong since vani shed, and only the steel-supported buil di ngs of
the central conmercial and financial areas had survived the encroaching flood waters. The brick
houses and single-storey factories of the suburbs had di sappeared conpletely below the drifting
tides of silt. Were these broke surface giant forests reared up into the burning dull-green sky,
snot hering the forner wheatfields of tenperate Europe and North Anerica. |Inpenetrable Matto
G ossos sonetinmes three hundred feet high, they were a nightnmare world of conpeting organic forms
returning rapidly to their Pal eozoic past, and the only avenues of transit for the United Nations
mlitary units were through the | agoon systens that had superinposed thensel ves on the fornmer
cities. But even these were now being clogged with silt and then subnerged.

Kerans coul d renenber the unendi ng succession of green twilights that had settled behind
them as he and Riggs noved slowy northward across Europe, |eaving one city after another, the
ni asnic vegetati on swanpi ng the narrow canals and crowding fromrooftop to rooftop

Now t hey were to abandon yet another city. Despite the massive construction of the main
comercial buildings, it consisted of little nore than three principal |agoons, surrounded by a
nexus of small |akes fifty yards in dianmeter and a network of narrow creeks and inlets which wound
of f, roughly following the original street-plan of the city, into the outlying jungle. Here and
there they vani shed al together or expanded into the steanm ng sheets of open water that were the
resi dues of the forner oceans. In turn these gave way to the archi pel agoes that coal esced to form
the solid jungles of the southern nassif.

The mlitary base set up by Riggs and his platoon, which harboured the biological testing
station, was in the nost southerly of the three | agoons, sheltered by a nunber of the tallest
buil dings of the city, thirty-storey blocks in what had once been the down-town financial sector.

As they crossed the I agoon the yell owstriped drumof the floating base was on its sun-
ward side, alnost obscured in the reflected light, the rotating blades of the helicopter on its
roof throwing brilliant |ances across the snaller white-painted hull of the biological testing
water at them Two hundred yards down shore was the snmaller white-pointed hull of the biol ogica
testing station, noored agai nst a broad hunp-backed buil di ng which had fornerly been a concert
hal | .

Kerans gazed up at the rectangular cliffs, enough of the windows intact to rem nd hi m of
the illustrations of sun-dazzl ed pronenades at Nice, Rio and Mani he had read about as a child in
the encycl opaedi as at Canp Byrd. Curiously, though, despite the potent magic of the | agoon worl ds
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and the drowned cities, he had never felt any interest in their contents, and never bothered to
identify which of the cities he was stationed in.

Dr. Bodkin, twenty-five years his senior, had actually lived in several of them both in
Europe and Anerica, and spent nobst of his spare tine punting around the renoter water-ways,
searching out former libraries and nuseuns. Not that they contained anything other than his
nenori es.

Perhaps it was this absence of personal nenories that made Kerans indifferent to the
spectacle of these sinking civilisations. He had been born and brought up entirely w thin what had
once been known as the Arctic Crcle--now a sub-tropical zone with an annual nean tenperature of
ei ghty-five degrees--and had cone southward only on joining one of the ecol ogical surveys in his
early 30's. The vast swanps and jungl es had been a fabul ous | aboratory, the subnerged cities
little nore than el aborate pedestals.

Apart froma few ol der men such as Bodkin there was no-one who renmenbered living in them-
and even during Bodkin's childhood the cities had been bel eagured citadels, hemmed in by enornous
dykes and disintegrated by panic and despair, reluctant Venices to their nmarriage with the sea.
Their charm and beauty lay precisely in their enptiness, in the strange junction of two extrenes
of nature, like a discarded crown overgrown by w |l d orchids.

The succession of gigantic geophysical upheavals which had transforned the Earth's climte
had made their first inpact sone sixty or seventy years earlier. A series of violent and prol onged
solar storms |asting several years caused by a sudden instability in the Sun had enl arged the Van
Al'len belts and dimnished the Earth's gravitational hold upon the outer |ayers of the ionosphere.
As these vani shed into space, depleting the Earth's barrier against the full inpact of solar
radi ati on, tenperatures began to clinb steadily, the heated atnosphere expandi ng outwards into the
i onosphere where the cycle was conpl et ed.

Al'l over the world, nean tenperatures rose by a few degrees each year. The nmgjority of
tropi cal areas rapidly becane uninhabitable, entire populations migrating north or south from
tenperatures of a hundred and thirty and a hundred and forty degrees. Once-tenperate areas becane
tropical, Europe and North Anerica sweltering under continuous heat waves, tenperatures rarely
falling bel ow a hundred degrees. Under the direction of the United Nations, the col onisation began
of the Antarctic plateau and of the northern borders of the Canadi an and Russian continents.

Over this initial period of twenty years a gradual adjustnent of |ife took place to neet
the altered climate. A slackening of the previous tenpo was inevitable, and there was little spare
energy available to cut back the encroaching jungles of the equatorial region. Not only was the
growth of all plant forms accel erated, but the higher |levels of radioactivity increased the rate
at which nutations occurred. The first freak botanical fornms appeared, recalling the giant tree-
ferns of the Carboniferous period, and there was a drastic upsurge of all |ower plant and anima
forns.

The arrival of these distant forbears was overlayed by the second maj or geophysica
upheaval . The conti nued heating of the atnobsphere had begun to nelt the polar ice-caps. The
entrained ice-seas of the Antarctic plateau broke and dissol ved, tens of thousands of glaciers
around the Arctic Circle, from Greenland and Northern Europe, Russia and North Anmerica, poured

thenselves into the sea, nmllions of acres of permafrost liquefied into gigantic rivers.
Here again the rise of global water |evels would have been little nore than a few feet,
but the huge di scharging channels carried with thembillions of tons of top-soil. Massive deltas

fornmed at their nmouths, extending the continental coastlines and danmi ng up the oceans. Their
effective spread shrank fromtwo-thirds of the world's area to only slightly nmore than half.

Driving the subnmerged silt before them the new seas conpletely altered the shape and
contours of the continents. The Mediterranean contracted into a systemof inland | akes, the
British Isles was |linked again with northern France. The Mddle Wst of the United States, filled
by the Mssissippi as it drained the Rocky Muntains, became an enornmous gulf opening into the
Hudson Bay, while the Caribbean Sea was transforned into a desert of silt and salt flats. Europe
became a system of giant | agoons, centred on the principal lowlying cities, inundated by the silt
carried sout hwards by the expanding rivers.

During the next thirty years the pole-ward mgration of popul ations continued. A few
fortified cities defied the rising waterl evels and the encroaching jungles, building el aborate sea-
wal | s around their perineters, but one by one these were breached. Only within the forner Arctic
and Antarctic Crcles was life tolerable. The oblique incidence of the Sun's rays provided a
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shi el d agai nst the nore powerful radiation. Cties on higher ground in nountai nous areas nearer
t he Equator had been abandoned despite their cool er tenperatures because of the dim nished
at nospheric protection.

It was this last factor which provided its own solution to the problemof re-settling the
m grant popul ations of the new Earth. The steady decline in nmamualian fertility, and the grow ng
ascendancy of anphibian and reptile forms best adapted to an aquatic life in the | agoons and
swanps, inverted the ecol ogi cal bal ances, and by the tine of Kerans' birth at Canmp Byrd, a city of
ten thousand in Northern Greenland, it was estimated that fewer than five mllion people were
still living on the polar caps.

The birth of a child had becone a conparative rarity, and only one narriage in ten yiel ded
any offspring. As Kerans sonetines rem nded hinself, the geneal ogical tree of nmankind was
systematically pruning itself, apparently noving backwards in tine, and a point might ultimtely
be reached where a second Adam and Eve found thensel ves alone in a new Eden

Ri ggs noticed himsniling to hinself at this conceit. "Wat's anusing you, Robert? Another
of your obscure jokes? Don't try to explain it to ne."

"l was just casting nyself in a newrole." Kerans | ooked out over the ranmp at the office
bl ocks sliding past twenty feet away, the wash fromthe cutter splashing through the open w ndows
along the water-line. The sharp tang of wet |linme contrasted freshly with the over-sweet odours of
the vegetation. Macready had taken theminto the shadow of the buildings and it was pleasantly
cool behind the breaking spray.

Across the | agoon he could see the portly bare-chested figure of Dr. Bodkin on the
starboard bridge of the testing station, the Paisley cunmrerbund around his wai st and the green
cel lul oi d shade shielding his eyes making himlook like a riverboat ganbler on his norning off. He
was pl ucking the orange-sized berries fromthe ferns overhanging the station and tossing them up
at the chittering marnosets dangling fromthe branches above his head, egging themon with playfu
shouts and whistles. Fifty feet away, on a projecting cornice, a trio of iguanas watched with
stony disapproval, whipping their tails slowy fromside to side in a gesture of inpatience.

Macready swung the tiller, and they pivoted in a fan of spray into the lee of a tall white-
faced building which lifted a full twenty storeys out of the water. The roof of an adjacent
smal l er block served as a jetty, next to which was noored a rusty white-hulled power cruiser. The
raked perspex wi ndows of the driving cabin were cracked and stained, and the exhaust vents | eaked
a scaly oil onto the water.

As the cutter jockeyed in behind the power cruiser under Macready's expert hand, they
cl anbered over to the wire door, junped down onto the jetty and crossed a narrow netal gangway
that led into the apartnent bl ock. The walls of the corridor were slick with noisture, huge
pat ches of nould feeding on the plaster, but the elevator was still working, powered by an
energency diesel. They rose slowy towards the roof, and stepped out on to the upper |evel of the
dupl ex, then wal ked down a service corridor to the outer deck.

Directly below themwas the | ower level, a snall swimrng pooi with a covered pati o,
bright deck chairs drawn up in the shade by the diving board. Yellow venetian blinds nasked the
wi ndows around three sides of the pool, but through the vanes they could see the cool shadows in
the interior lounge, the glint of cut-glass and silver on the occasional tables. In the dimlight
under the striped blue awning at the rear of the patio was a | ong chrom um counter, as inviting as
an air-conditioned bar seen froma dusty street, glasses and decanters reflected in a di anond-
paned mirror. Everything in this private haven seened cl ean and di screet, thousands of miles away
fromthe fly-blown vegetation and tepid jungle water twenty storeys bel ow

Beyond the far end of the pool, screened by an ornanental bal cony, was a w de open view of
the I agoon, the city emerging fromthe encroaching jungle, flat sheets of silver water expanding
towards the green blur along the southern horizon. Massive silt banks lifted their backs through
the surface, a light yellow fur along their spines marking the energence of the first giant banboo
groves.

The helicopter rose fromits platformon the roof of the base and arced upwards into the
air towards them the pilot swinging the tail as he changed direction, then roared overhead, two
men in the open hatchway searching the rooftops with binocul ars.

Beatrice Dahl |ay back on one of the deck chairs, her long oiled body gleam ng in the
shadows |ike a sleeping python. The pink-tipped fingers of one hand rested lightly on an ice-
filled glass on a table beside her, while the other hand turned slowy through the pages of a
magazi ne. Wde bl ue-bl ack sungl asses hid her snooth sleek face, but Kerans noted the slightly
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sul l en pout of her firmlower |ip. Presumably Ri ggs had annoyed her, forcing her to accept the
| ogi c of his argument.

The Col onel paused at the rail, |ooking down at the beautiful supple body wi th ungrudgi ng
approval . Noticing him Beatrice pulled off her sunglasses, then tightened the | oose back-straps
of her bikini under her arns. Her eyes glinted quietly.

"All right, you two, get on with it. I'"'mnot a strip show "

Ri ggs chuckled and trotted down the white nmetal stairway, Kerans at his heels, wondering
how he was going to persuade Beatrice to | eave her private sanctuary.

"My dear M ss Dahl, you should be flattered that | keep coming to see you," Riggs told
her, lifting back the awning and sitting down on one of the chairs. "Besides, as the mlitary
governor of this area--" here he winked playfully at Kerans "--1 have certain responsibilities
towards you. And vice versa."

Beatrice regarded himbriefly with a jaundi ced eye and reached out to turn up the vol une
of the radiogram behind her. "Ch God. . . ." She nmuttered some further, less polite inprecation
under her breath and | ooked up at Kerans. "And what about you, Robert? \Wat brings you out so
early in the day?"

Kerans shrugged, smiling at her anmiably. "I nissed you."

"Good boy. | thought perhaps that the gauleiter here had been trying to frighten you with
his horror stories."

"Well, he has, as a matter of fact." Kerans took the magazi ne propped agai nst Beatrice's
knee and leafed through it idly. It was a forty-year-old issue of Paris Vogue, fromits icy pages
evidently kept sonewhere in cold storage. He dropped it on the green-tiled floor. "Bea, it | ooks

as if we'll all have to | eave here in a couple of days' tinme. The Colonel and his men are pulling
out for good. W can't very well stay on after he's gone."
" We?_" she repeated dryly. "I didn't know there was any chance of your staying behi nd?"
Kerans gl anced involuntarily at Riggs, who was watching himsteadily. "There isn't," he
said firmy. "You know what | mean. There'll be a lot to do in the next forty-eight hours, try not

to conplicate things by nmaking a | ast enotional stand.”

Before the girl could cut back at Kerans, Riggs added snoothly: "The tenperature is stil
goi ng up, Mss Dahl, you won't find it easy to stand one hundred and thirty degrees when the fuel
for your generator runs out. The big Equatorial rain belts are noving northward, and they'll be
here in a couple of nonths. Wen they | eave, and the cloud cover goes, the water in that pool--"

he indicated the tank of steam ng, insect-strewn fluid "--will dam nearly boil. Wat with the
Type X Anophel es, skin cancers and the iguanas shrieking all night down bel ow, you'll get precious
little sleep."” Cosing his eyes, he added pensively: "That is, assuming that you still want any."

At this last remark the girl's nouth fretted slightly. Kerans realised that the quiet
ambiguity in Riggs' voice when he asked how the biol ogi st slept had not been directed at his
relationship with Beatrice

The Col onel went on: "In addition, sone of the human scavengers driven northward out of
the Mediterranean | agoons won't be too easy to deal with."
Beatrice tossed her |ong black hair over one shoulder. "I'll keep the door | ocked

Col onel . "

Irritated, Kerans snapped: "For God's sake, Beatrice, what are you trying to prove? These
sel f-destructive inpulses nay be anusing to play with now, but when we've gone they won't be so
funny. The Colonel's only trying to help you--he doesn't really give a hoot whether you stay
behi nd or not."

Riggs let out a brief laugh. "Well, | wouldn't say that. But if the thought of ny persona
concern worries you so nuch, Mss Dahl, you can just put it down to ny over-devel oped sense of
duty."

"That's interesting, Colonel," Beatrice comented sarcastically. "I've always understood
that our duty was to stay on here as | ong as possible and nake every sacrifice necessary to that
end. O at least--" here the fam liar gleam of sharp hunour crossed her eyes "--that was the

reason ny grandfather was given when the governnment confiscated nost of his property." She noticed
Ri ggs peering over his shoulder at the bar. "Wat's the matter, Col onel? Looking for your

punkahwal | ah? 1'm not going to get you a drink, if that's what you're after. | think you nmen only
come up here to booze."

Ri ggs stood up. "All right, Mss Dahl. | give in. 1'll see you |later, Doctor." He sal uted
Beatrice with a smle. "Sone time tonorrow |'Il send the cutter over to collect your gear, Mss
Dahl . "

When Ri ggs had gone Kerans lay back in his chair, watching the helicopter circle over the
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adj acent | agoon. Now and then it dived along the water's edge, the down-draught fromits rotor
bl ades beating through the flapping fronds of the fern trees, driving the iguanas across the
rooftops. Beatrice brought a drink fromthe bar and sat down on the chair at his feet.

"I wish you wouldn't analyse ne in front of that nan, Robert." She handed hi mthe drink
and then | eaned agai nst his knees, resting her chin on one wist. Usually she | ooked sl eek and
wel | -fed, but her expression today seened tired and wi stful

“I"'msorry," Kerans apol ogi sed. "Perhaps | was really analysing nyself. Riggs' ultimatum
came as a bit of a surprise; | wasn't expecting to | eave so soon."

"You are going to |l eave then?"

Kerans paused. The automatic player in the radi ogram swi tched from Beethoven's Pastoral to
the Seventh, Toscanini giving way to Bruno Walter. Al day, without a break, it played through the
cycl e of nine synmphonies. He searched for an answer, the change of nmood, to the sonbre opening
motif of the Seventh, overlaying his indecision.

"l suppose | want to, but | haven't yet found an adequate reason. Satisfying one's
enotional needs isn't enough. There's got to be a nore valid notive. Perhaps these sunken | agoons
simply remind nme. of the drowned world of ny uterine childhood--if so, the best thing is to | eave
straight away. Everything Riggs says is true. There's little hope of standing up to the rainstorns
and the malaria."

He placed his hand on her forehead, feeling her tenperature like a child. "Wat did R ggs
mean when he said you woul dn't sleep well? That was the second tine this norning he nmentioned it."
Beatrice | ooked away for a nonment. "Ch, nothing. |'ve just had one or two peculiar
ni ghtmares recently. A lot of people get them. . . Forget it. Tell me, Robert, seriously--if |

decide to stay on here, would you? You could share this apartnent."

Kerans grinned. "Trying to tenpt ne, Bea? What a question. Renmenber, not only are you the
nmost beauti ful worman here, but you're the only wonan. Nothing is nore essential than a basis for
conpari son. Adam had no aesthetic sense, or he would have realised that Eve was a pretty haphazard
pi ece of work."

"You are being frank today." Beatrice stood up and went over to the edge of the pool. She
swept her hair back off her forehead with both hands, her |ong supple body gl eani ng agai nst the
sunlight. "But is there as nmuch urgency as Riggs clains? W've got the cruiser."

"I't's a weck. The first serious stormw Il split it open like a rusty can

Nearing noon, the heat on the terrace had becone unconfortable and they left the patio and
went indoors. Double venetian blinds filtered a thin sunlight into the | ow wi de | ounge, and the
refrigerated air was cool and soothing. Beatrice stretched out on a | ong pal e-bl ue el ephant-hi de
sofa, one hand playing with the fleecy pile of the carpet. The apartnment had been one of her
grandfather's pied a terres_, and Beatrice's hone since her parents' death shortly after her
birth. She had been brought up under the supervision of the grandfather, who had been a | onely,
eccentric tycoon (the sources of his wealth Kerans had never established; when he asked Beatri ce,
shortly after he and Ri ggs stumbl ed upon her penthouse eyrie, she replied succinctly: "Let's say
he was in noney") and a great patron of the arts in his earlier days. H s tastes | eaned
particularly towards the experinental and bizarre, and Kerans often wondered how far his
personality and its strange internal perspectives had been carried forward into his granddaughter
Over the mantel pi ece was a huge painting by the early 20th century surrealist Del vaux, in which
ashen-faced wonmen danced naked to the waist with dandified skeletons in tuxedos agai nst a spectra
bonel i ke | andscape. On another wall one of Max Ernst's self-devouring phantasmagoric jungles
screaned silently to itself, like the sunp of some insane unconsci ous.

For a few nmonents Kerans stared quietly at the dimyellow annulus of Ernst's sun gl owering
t hrough the exotic vegetation, a curious feeling of menory and recognition signalling through his
brain. Far nore potent than the Beethoven, the imge of the archaic sun burned against his nind
illumnating the fleeting shadows that darted fitfully through its profoundest deeps.

"Beatrice."

She | ooked up at himas he wal ked across to her, a light frown crossing her eyes. "Wuat's
the matter, Robert?"

Kerans hesitated, suddenly aware that, however brief and inperceptible, a nonent of
significant time had el apsed, carrying himforward with its passage into a zone of conmmitnent from
whi ch he woul d not be able to w thdraw

"You realise that if we et Riggs go without us we don't nerely | eave here later. W
_stay_."
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CHAPTER 3
Towar ds a New Psychol ogy

Bert hing the catamaran agai nst the | anding stage, Kerans shipped the outboard and then
made his way up the gangway into the base. As he let hinself through the screen hatch he | ooked
back over his shoul der across the |agoon, and caught a brief glinpse through the heat waves of
Beatrice standing at her balcony rail. Wen he waved, however, she characteristically turned away
wi t hout responding.

"One of her nmoody days, Doctor?" Sergeant Macready stepped fromthe guard cubicle, a trace
of humour rel axing his beak-1ike face. "She's a strange one, all right."

Kerans shrugged. "These tough bachelor girls, you know, Sergeant. If you're not carefu

they frighten the wits out of you. |I've been trying to persuade her to pack up and cone with us.
Wth a little luck | think she will."
Macready peered shrewdly at the distant roof of the apartment house. "I'mglad to hear you

say so, Doctor," he ventured nonconmittally, but Kerans was unable to decide if his scepticismwas
directed at Beatrice or hinself.

Whet her or not they finally stayed behind, Kerans had resolved to naintain the pretense
that they were | eaving--every spare mnute of the next three days would be needed to consolidate
their supplies and steal whatever extra equi pnent they required fromthe base stores. Kerans had
still not made up his nmind--once away from Beatrice his indecision returned (ruefully he wondered
if she was deliberately trying to confuse him Pandora with her killing mouth and witch's box of
desires and frustrations, unpredictably opening and shutting the lid)--but rather than stunble
about in a state of tortured uncertainty, which R ggs and Bodki n woul d soon di agnose, he deci ded
to postpone a final reckoning until the |ast nonent possible. Mich as he | oathed the base, he knew
that the sight of it actually sailing off would act as a wonderful catalyst for enobtions of fear
and panic, and any nore abstract notives for staying behind woul d soon be abandoned. A year
earlier, he had been accidentally marooned on a small key while taking an unschedul ed geomagnetic
readi ng, the departure siren nuffled by his headphones as he crouched over his instrunents in an
ol d baserment bunker. Wen he energed ten mnutes later and found the base six hundred yards away
across a widening interval of flat water he had felt like a child parted forever fromits nother,
barely managed to control his panic in tine to fire a warning shell fromhis flare pistol

“"Dr. Bodkin asked ne to call you as soon as you arrived, sir. Lieutenant Hardnman hasn't
been too happy this norning."

Kerans nodded, gl ancing up and down the enpty deck. He had taken lunch with Beatri ce,
knowi ng that the base was deserted in the afternoons. Half the crew were away with either Ri ggs or
the helicopter, the rest asleep in their bunks, and he had hoped to carry out a private tour of
the stores and arnoury. Now unl uckily, Mcready, the Colonel's ever-alert watch-dog, was hangi ng
about at his heels, ready to escort himup the conpani onway to the sick-bay on B-Deck.

Kerans studi ously exami ned a pair of Anophel es npsquitos which bad slipped through the
wire hatch behind him "They're still getting in," he pointed out to Macready. 'Wat's happened to
the doubl e screening you were supposed to be putting up?”

Swatting at the nosquitos with his forage cap, Macready | ooked around uncertainly. A
secondary | ayer of screening around the wire nesh encl osing the base had | ong been one of Col onel
Ri ggs' pet projects. At tines he would tell Macready to detail a squad to carry out the work, but
as this involved sitting on a wooden trestle in the open sunlight in the centre of a cloud of
nmosquitos only a few token sections around Riggs' cabin had been conpleted. Now that they were
movi ng northward the utility of the project had. faded, but Macready's Presbyterian conscience,
once roused, refused to let himrest.

“I"lIl get the nmen on to it this evening, Doctor," he assured Kerans, pulling a ball-pen
and not e-book from his hip pocket.

"No hurry, Sergeant, but if you've nothing better to do, | know the Col onel's very keen."
Kerans left himsquinting along the netal |ouvres and wal ked off al ong the deck. As soon as he was
out of sight he stepped through the first doorway.

C-Deck, the | owest of the three decks conprising the base, contained the crew s quarters
and galley. Two or three nen |ay about anobng their tropical gear in the cabins, but the recreation
roomwas enpty, a radio playing to itself by the table-tennis tournanent board in the corner
Kerans paused, listening to the strident rhythms of the guitar nusic, overlayed by the distant
bl are of the helicopter circling over the next |agoon, then nade his way down the central stair-
well which led to the arnmoury and wor kshops housed in the pontoon

Three-quarters of the hull was occupied by the 2,000 hp. diesels which powered the twi n
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screws, and by the oil and aviation fuel tanks, and the workshops had been tenporarily transferred
during the final aerial sweeps to two vacant offices on A-Deck, beside the officers' quarters, so
that the mechanics could service the helicopter with the maxi mum speed.

The arnoury was cl osed when Kerans entered, a single light burning in the tech, corporal's
gl ass-wal | ed booth. Kerans gazed around the heavy wooden benches and cabinets |lined with carbines
and subnachi ne-guns. Steel rods through the trigger guards | ocked the weapons into their cases,
and he idly touched the heavy stocks, doubting whether he could handle any of the weapons even if
he stole one. In a drawer at the testing station was a Colt .45 and fifty rounds issued to him
three years earlier. Once a year he nade an official return on the anmunition discharged--in his
case none-- and exchanged the unused shells for a fresh issue, but he had never tried to fire the
pi st ol

On his way out he scanned the dark green amunition boxes stacked around the wall bel ow
t he cabinets, all of them doubl epadl ocked. He was passing the booth when the |ight through the
door illum nated the dusty | abels on a row of metal cartons bel ow one of the work benches.

"Hy-Dyne.' On an inpul se Kerans stopped, pushed his fingers through the wire cage and
brushed the dust off a label, tracing the formula with his fingers. 'Cyclotrine-
thyl enetrinitram ne: Gas di scharge speed--8, 000 netres/second.

Specul ati ng on the possible uses of the explosive--it would be a brilliant tour de force
to sink one of the office buildings into the exit creek after Riggs had | eft, blocking any attenpt
to return--he | eaned his el bows on the bench, playing absent-m ndedily with a 4-inch-dianeter
brass conpass that had been left for repair. The calibrated annulus was | oose and had been rotated
a full 180 degrees, the point enphasised with a chal ked cross.

Still thinking about the explosive, and the possibility of stealing detonators and fuse-
wi re, Kerans rubbed away the blunt chalk marks and then lifted the conpass and weighed it in his
hand. Leaving the arnmoury, he began to clinb the stairway, uncaging the conpass and letting the
poi nter dance and float. A sailor wal ked past al ong C Deck, and Kerans quickly slipped the conpass
into his jacket pocket.

Suddenly, as he visualised hinself throwing his weight onto the handles of a plunger box
and catapulting R ggs, the base and the testing station into the next |agoon, he stopped and
steadi ed hinself against the rail. Smling ruefully at the absurdity of the fantasy, he wondered
why he had indulged it.

Then he noticed the heavy cylinder of the conpass dragging at his jacket. For a nonment he
peered down at it thoughtfully.

"Watch out, Kerans,"” he murnured to hinself. "You're living on two |evels."”

Five mnutes |later, when he entered the sick-bay on B-Deck, he found nore urgent problens
facing him

Three nmen were being treated for heat ulcers in the dispensary, but the main twel ve-bed
ward was enpty. Kerans nodded to the corporal issuing penicillin band-aids and wal ked through to
the small single ward on the starboard side of the deck

The door was cl osed, but as he turned the handle he could hear the restless heaving notion
of the cot, followed by a fractious nmuttering fromthe patient and Dr. Bodkin's equable but firm
reply. For a few nonents the latter continued to speak in a iow even nonol ogue, punctuated by a
few shruggi ng protests and concluded by an interval of tired silence.

Li eutenant Hardman, the senior pilot of the helicopter (now being flown by his co-pilot,
Sergeant Dal ey) was the oniy other comissioned nenber of the survey unit, and until the |ast
three nonths had served as Riggs' deputy and chief executive officer. A burly, intelligent but
sonewhat phlegmatic man of about 30, he had quietly kept hinself apart fromthe other menbers of
the unit. sonething of an amateur naturalist, he nmade his own descriptive notes of the changing
flora and fauna, enploying a taxonom c system of his own devising. In one of his few unguarded
nmonents he had shown the notebooks to Kerans, then abruptly withdrawn into hinsel f when Kerans
tactfully pointed out that the classifications were confused.

For the first two years Hardman had been the perfect buffer between R ggs and Kerans. The
rest of the crew took their cue fromthe Lieutenant, and this had the advantage, from Kerans
poi nt of view, that the group never devel oped that sense of happy cohesion a nore extravert second-
i n-command m ght have instilled, and which woul d have soon nade |ife unbearable. The | oose
fragnentary rel ati onshi ps aboard the base, where a replacenent was accepted as a fully paid up
menber of the crew within five minutes and no-one cared whet her he had been there two days or two
years, was largely a reflection of Hardman's tenperanent. \Wien he organi sed a basketball nmatch or
a regatta out on the I agoon there was no sel f-conscious boi sterousness, but a laconic indifference
to whet her anyone took part or not.
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Recently, however, the nore sonbre elenents in Hardman's personality had begun to
predoni nate. Two nmonths earlier he conplained to Kerans of intermittent insomia--often, from
Beatrice Dahl's apartnment, Kerans would watch himlong after m dnight standing in the noonlight
besi de the helicopter on the roof of the base, |ooking out across the silent |agoon--and then took
advantage of an attack of nalaria to excuse hinself fromflying duty. Confined to his cabin for up
to a week on end, he steadily retreated into his private world, going through his old note-books
and running his fingers, like a blind man reading Braille, across the glass display cases with
their few mounted butterflies and gi ant noths.

The mal ai se had not been difficult to diagnose. Kerans recogni sed the sanme synptons he had
seen in hinself, an accelerated entry Into his own 'zone of transit', and |l eft the Lieutenant
al one, asking Bodkin to call in periodically.

Curiously, however, Bodkin had taken a nore serious view of Hardman's ill ness.

Pushi ng back the door, Kerans stepped quietly into the darkened room pausing in the
corner by the ventilator shaft as Bodkin raised a nonitory hand towards him The blinds over the
wi nhdows were drawn, and to Kerans' surprise the air-conditioning unit had been switched off. The
air punped in through the ventilator was never nore than twenty degrees bel ow t he anbi ent
tenperature of the |agoon, and the air-conditioner normally kept the roomat an even 70 degrees.
But Bodkin had not only switched this off but plugged a small electric fire into the shaver socket
over the hand basin mirror. Kerans renenbered himbuilding the fire in the laboratory at the
testing station, fitting a dented paraboloid nmirror around the single filament. Little nore than a
couple of watts in strength, the fire seemed to emt an i mense heat, blazing out into the snal
roomlike a furnace mouth, and within a few seconds Kerans felt the sweat gathering around his
neck. Bodkin, sitting on the netal bedside chair with his back to the fire, was still wearing his
white cotton jacket, stained by two wi de patches of sweat that touched between his shoul der
bl ades, and in the dimred |ight Kerans could see the noisture beading off his head |ike drops of
whi t e- hot | ead.

Hardman | ay sl unped back on one el bow, his broad chest and shoulders filling the backrest,
bi g hands hol ding the | eads of a pair of headphones clasped to his ears. H's narrow, | arge-jawed
face was pointed towards Kerans, but his eyes were fixed on the electric fire. Projected by the
parabolic bow, a circular disc of intense red light three feet in dianmeter covered the wall of
the cabin, Hardman's head at its centre, |ike an enornous gl owi ng hal o.

A faint scratching noise came froma portable record player on the floor at Bodkin's feet,
a single three-inch disc spinning on its turntable. Generated nechanically by the pick-up head,
the al nost inperceptible sounds of a deep sl ow drunmm ng reached Kerans, |ost as the record ended
and Bodkin switched off the player. Quickly he jotted sonething down on a desk-pad, then turned
off the electric fire and put on the bedside | anp.

Shaki ng his head slowy, Hardman pulled off the headphones and handed them to Bodki n.

"This is a waste of time, Doctor. These records are insane, you can put any interpretation
you like on them" He settled his heavy |inbs unconfortably in the narrow cot. Despite the heat,
there was little sweat on his face and bare chest, and he watched the fading enbers of the
electric fire as if reluctant to see them vanish

Bodki n stood up and put the record player on his chair, wapping the headphones around the
case. "Perhaps that's the point, Lieutenant--a sort of aural Rorshach. | think the last record was
the nost evocative, don't you agree?"

Hardman shrugged with studi ed vagueness, evidently reluctant to cooperate wi th Bodkin and
concede even the smallest point. But despite this Kerans felt that he had been glad to take part
in the experinent, using it for his own purposes.

"Maybe, " Hardnman said grudgingly. "But I'mafraid it didn't suggest a concrete inage."

Bodkin sniled, aware of Hardman's resistance but prepared for the nonment to give in to
him "Don't apol ogi se, Lieutenant; believe ne, that was our nost val uable session so far." He
waved to Kerans. "Cone in, Robert, I'msorry it's so warm-Lieutenant Hardman and | have been
conducting a small experinent together. I'Il tell you about it when we go back to the station. Now
-" he pointed to a contraption on the bedsi de table which appeared to be two al arm cl ocks cli pped
back to back, crude netal extensions fromthe hands interlocking like the I egs of two grappling
spiders "--keep this thing running as |Iong as you can, it shouldn't be too difficult, all you have
to do is re-set both alarns after each twel vehour cycle. They'll wake you once every ten m nutes,
just enough time for you to get sufficient rest before you slide off the pre-conscious shelf into
deep sleep. Wth luck there'll be no nore dreans.”

Hardrman smil ed sceptically, glancing up briefly at Kerans. "I think you're being over-
optimstic, Doctor. What you really nmean is that | won't be aware of them" He picked up a well-

t hunbed green file, his botanical diary, and began to turn the pages nechanically. "Sonetines |
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think | have the dreans continuously, every mnute of the day. Perhaps we all do."

Hi s tone was rel axed and unhurried, despite the fatigue which had drained the skin around
his eyes and nouth, making his |ong Jaw seem even nore |antern-like. Kerans realised that the
mal ai se, Whatever its source, had barely touched the central core of the man's ego. The el enent of
tough sel f-sufficiency in Hardman was as strong as ever, if anything stronger, |like a steel blade
springi ng against a fencing post and revealing its sinews.

Bodki n dabbed at his face with a yellow silk handkerchief, watching Hardman thoughtfully.
H s grimy cotton jacket and haphazard attire, coupled with his puffy, quinine-tinted skin,

m sl eadi ngly made him |l ook |ike a seedy quack, masking a sharp and unresting intelligence.
"Perhaps you're right, Lieutenant. In fact, some people used to naintain that consciousness is
not hi ng nore than a special category of the cytoplasnic coma, that the capacities of the centra
nervous systemare as fully devel oped and extended by the dream |ife as they are during what we
call the waking state. But we have to adopt an enpirical approach, try whatever renedy we can.
Don't you agree, Kerans?"

Kerans nodded. The tenperature in the cabin had begun to fall, and he felt hinself
breathing nore freely. "A change of clinmate will probably help as well." There was a dull clatter
outside as one of the netal scows being hauled up in its davits clanged against the hull. He
added: "The atnosphere in these |agoons is pretty enervating. Three days from now when we | eave
think we'll all show a marked inprovenent."

He assumed that Hardman had been told of their inmmnent departure, but the Lieutenant
| ooked up at himsharply, |lowering. his note-book Bodkin began to clear his throat noisily and
abruptly started tal king about the danger of draughts fromthe ventilator. For a few seconds
Kerans and Hardnman wat ched each other steadily, and then the Lieutenant nodded briefly to hinself
and resuned his reading, carefully noting the tine fromthe bedsi de cl ocks.

Angry with hinself, Kerans went over to the wi ndow, his back turned to the others. He
realised that he had told Hardman deliberately, unconsciously hoping to elicit precisely this
response, and knowi ng full well why Bodkin had wi thheld the news. Wthout the shadow of a doubt he
had warned Hardman, telling himthat whatever tasks he had to carry out, whatever interna
perspectives to bring to a common focus, this should be completed within 3 days.

Kerans | ooked down irritably at the alarm device on the table, resenting his dininishing
control over his own notives. First the neaningless theft of the conpass, and now this act of
gratui tous sabotage. However varied his faults, in the past he had al ways believed themto be
redressed by one outstanding virtue--a conplete and obj ective awareness of the notives behind his
actions. If he was sonetines prone to undue delays this was a result, not of irresolution, but of
a reluctance to act at all where conpl ete sel fawareness was i npossible--his affair with Beatrice
Dahl, tilted by so nmany conflicting passions, fromday to day wal ked a narrow ti ghtrope of a
t housand restraints and cautions.

In a belated attenpt to re-assert hinself, he said to Hardman: "Don't forget the clock
Lieutenant. If | were you |I'd set the alarmso that it rings continuously."”

Leavi ng the sick-bay, they made their way down to the jetty and clinbed into Kerans
catamaran. Too tired to start the notor, Kerans slowy pulled them al ong the overhead hawzer
stretched between the base and the testing station. Bodkin sat in the bows, the record player held
between his knees like a briefcase, blinking in the bright sunlight that spangl ed the broken
surface of the sluggish green water. Hs plunp face, topped by an untidy grey thatch, seened
preoccupi ed and wi stful, scanning the surrounding ring of half-subnmerged buildings |ike a weary
shi p's chandl er being rowed around a harbour for the - very first tine. As they neared the testing
station the helicopter roared in overhead and alighted, its inpact tilting the base and dipping
the hawzer into the water, then tautening it and cascading a brief shower across their shoul ders.
Bodki n cursed under his breath, but they were dry within a few seconds. Although it was well after
o'clock, the sun filled the sky, turning it into an enormus blowtorch and forcing themto | ower
their eyes to the water-line. Now and then, in the glass curtainwalling of the surrounding
bui | di ngs, they woul d see countless reflections of the sun nove across the surface in huge sheets
of fire, like the blazing facetted eyes of gigantic insects.

A two-storey drumsone fifty feet in dianeter, the testing station had a dead wei ght of
twenty tons. The | ower deck contained the | aboratory, the upper the two biologists' quarters and
the chartroomand offices. A small bridge traversed the roof, and housed the tenperature and
hum dity registers, rainfall gauge and radiation counters. Cunps of dried air-weed and red kel p
were encrusted across the bitunmened plates of the pontoon, shrivelled and burnt by the sun before
they could reach the railing around the | aboratory, while a dense refuse-filled nass of sargassum
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and spirogyra cushioned their inmpact as they reached the narrow jetty, oozing and subsiding like
an i nmrense soggy raft.

They entered the cool darkness of the |aboratory and sat down at their desks bel ow the
sem -circle of fading program schedul es which reached to the ceiling behind the dais, |ooking down
over the clutter of benches and fune cupboards |like a dusty mural. The schedules on the left,
dating fromtheir first year of work, were packed with detailed entries and minutely | abelled
arrow sprays, but those on the right thinned out progressively, until a few pencilled scraws in
gi ant | onghand i oops sealed off all but one or two of the ecol ogical corridors. Many of the
cardboard screens had sprung off their drawi ng pins, and hung forwards into the air like the
peeling hull-plates of a derelict ship, noored against its terminal pier and covered with gnomc
and neani ngl ess graffiti.

Idly tracing a | arge conpass dial with his finger in the dust on the desk-top, Kerans
wai ted for Bodkin to provide sone explanation for his curious experinments with Hardman. But Bodkin
settled hinself confortably behind the nmuddl e of box-files and catal ogue trays on his desk, then
opened the record player and renpved the disc fromthe table, spinning it reflectively between his
hands.

Kerans began: "lI'msorry | let slip that we were leaving in three days' tine. | hadn't
realised you'd kept that from Hardman."
Bodki n shrugged, dismissing this as of little inportance. "It's a conplex situation

Robert. Having gone a few steps towards unravelling it | didn't want to introduce another slip
knot . "

"But why not tell hinP" Kerans pressed, hoping obliquely to absolve hinmself of his slight
feeling of guilt. "Surely the prospect of l|eaving mght well jolt himout of his |ethargy?"

Bodkin |l owered his glasses to the end of his nose and regarded Kerans quizzically. "It
doesn't seemto have had that effect on you, Robert. Unless |I'mvery much nistaken you | ook rather
un-jolted. Wiy should Hardman's reactions be any different?"

Kerans smiled. "Touché, Alan. | don't want to interfere, having nore or |ess dropped
Hardnman into your |ap, but what exactly are you and he playing about with--the electric heater and
al arm cl ocks?"

Bodkin slid the granmophone record into a rack of miniature discs the shelf behind him He
| ooked up at Kerans and for a few nonments watched himwith the mld but penetrating gaze with
whi ch he had observed Hardman, and Kerans realised that their relationship, until now that of
col | eagues confiding conpletely in each other, had become closer to that of observer and subject.
After a pause Bodkin gl anced away at the programcharts, and Kerans chuckl ed involuntarily. To
hinsel f he said: Damm the old boy, he's got me up there now with the al gae and nautil oi ds, next
he'll be playing his records at ne.

Bodki n stood up and pointed to the three rows of |aboratory benches, crowded with vivaria
and specinmen jars, pages from notebooks pinned to the fume hoods above them

"Tell me, Robert, if you had to sumup the last three years' work in a single conclusion,
how woul d you set about it?"

Kerans hesitated, then gestured off-handedly. "It wouldn't be too difficult." He saw that
Bodki n expected a serious answer, and conposed his thoughts. 'Wll, one could sinmply say that in
response to the rises in tenperature, humidity and radiation levels the flora and fauna of this
pl anet are begi nning to assume once again the forns they displayed the |ast tinme such conditions
were present--roughly speaking, the Triassic."

"Correct."” Bodkin strolled off anong the benches. "During the |last three years, Robert,
you and | have exam ned sonething |ike five thousand species in the animal kingdom seen literally
tens of thousands of new plant varieties. Everywhere the sane pattern has unfol ded, countl ess
mut ati ons conpl etely transform ng the organi snms to adapt themfor survival in the new environnent.
Everywhere there's been the sane aval anche backwards into the past--so much so that the few
conpl ex organi sns whi ch have nanaged to retain a foothold unchanged on the slope |ook distinctly
anonal ous--a handful of anphibians, the birds, and _Man_. It's a curious thing that although we've
careful |y catal ogued the backward journeys of so many plants and animals, we've ignored the nost
i mportant creature on this planet."

Kerans laughed. "I"Il willingly take a small bow there, Al an. But what are you suggesting--
that _Hono sapiens_ is about to transformhinself into Cro-Magnon and Java Man, and ultinmately
into _Sinanthropus_? Unlikely, surely. Wwuldn't that nmerely be Lamarkismin reverse?”

"Agreed. I'm _not_ suggesting that." Bodkin | eaned agai nst one of the benches, feeding a
handful of peanuts to a small nmarnpset caged in a converted fune cupboard. "Though obviously after
two or three hundred million years Honpo sapiens_ mght well die out and our little cousin here
becone the highest formof life on the planet. However, a biological process isn't conpletely
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reversible.” He pulled the silk handkerchief out of his pocket and flicked it at the marnoset,
whi ch flinched away trenmulously. "If _we_return to the jungle we'll dress for dinner."

He went over to a wi ndow and gazed out through the nmesh screen, the overhang of the deck
above shutting out all but a narrow band of the intense sunlight. Steeped in the vast heat, the
| agoon |l ay notionlessly, pails of steam hunped over the water |ike el ephantine spectres.

"But I'mreally thinking of sonething else. Is it only the external' |andscape which is
altering? How often recently nost of us have had the feeling of deja vu, of having seen all this
before, in fact of renenbering these swanps and | agoons all too well. However selective the

conscious mnd nay be, nost biological nenories are unpl easant ones, echoes of danger and terror.
Not hi ng endures for so long as fear. Everywhere in nature one sees evidence of innate rel easing
mechanisns literally mllions of years old, which have |ain dormant through thousands of
generations but retained their power undinm nished. The field-rat's inherited i mage of the hawk's
silhouette is the classic exanpl e--even a paper silhouette drawn across a cage sends it rushing
frantically for cover. And how el se can you explain the universal but conpletely groundl ess

| oat hi ng of the spider, only one species of which has ever been known to sting? O the equally
surprising--in view of their conparative rarity--hatred of snakes and reptiles? Sinply because we
all carry within us a subnmerged nenory of the tine when the giant spiders were |ethal, and when
the reptiles were the planet's domnant life form"

Feeling the brass conpass whi ch wei ghed down his pocket, Kerans said: "So you're
frightened that the increased tenmperature and radiation are alerting sinmlar IRMs in our own
m nds?"

"Not in our mnds, Robert. These are the oldest nenories on Earth, the tine-codes carried
in every chronbpsone and gene. Every step we've taken in our evolution is a nmilestone inscribed
with organi c nenories--fromthe enzynes controlling the carbon dioxide cycle to the organisation
of the brachial plexus and the nerve pathways of the Pyramid cells in the nid-brain, each is a
record of a thousand decisions taken in the face of a sudden physico-chemical crisis. Just as
psychoanal ysis reconstructs the original traumatic situation in order to rel ease the repressed
material, so we are now bei ng plunged back into the archaeopsychi c past, uncovering the ancient
taboos and drives that have been dormant for epochs. The brief span of an individual life is
m sl eadi ng. Each one of us is as old as the entire biological kingdom and our bl oodstreans are
tributaries of the great sea of its total nenory. The uterine odyssey of the grow ng foetus
recapitulates the entire evolutionary past, and its central nervous systemis coded tinme scal e,
each nexus of neurones and each spinal |level marking a synmbolic station, a unit of neuronic tine.

"The further down the CNS you nove, fromthe hind-brain through the nmedulla into the
spinal cord, the further you descend back into the neuronic past. For exanple, the junction
bet ween the thoracic and |unbar vertebrae, between T-12 and L-1, is the great zone of transit
between the gill-breathing fish and the airbreathing anphibians with their respiratory rib-cages,
the very junction where we stand now on the shores of this |agoon, between the Pal eozoic and
Triassic Eras.”

Bodki n noved back to his desk, and ran his hand over the rack of records. Listening
distantly to Bodkin's quiet, unhurried voice, Kerans toyed with the notion that the row of
paral l el black discs was a nodel of a neurophonic spinal colum. He renmenbered the faint drumm ng
emtted by the record player in Hardman's cabin, and its strange undertones. Perhaps the conceit
was closer to the truth than he imagi ned?

Bodkin went on: "If you like, you could call this the Psychol ogy of Total Equival ents--
let's say 'Neuronics' for short--and dismss it as netabiol ogi cal fantasy. However, | am convinced
that as we nove back through geophysical tinme so we re-enter the amionic corridor and nove back
t hrough spinal and archaeopsychic tine, recollecting in our unconscious mnds the | andscapes of
each epoch, each with a distinct geological terrain, its ow unique flora and fauna, as
recogni sabl e to anyone else as they would be to a traveller in a Wllsian tine nachi ne. Except
that this is no scenic railway, but a total re-orientation of the personality. If we let these
buri ed phantons nmaster us as they re-appear we'll be swept back helplessly in the flood-tide |ike
pi eces of flotsam" He picked one of the records fromthe rack, then pushed it away with a gesture
of uncertainty. 'This afternoon | may have been taking a risk with Hardman, using the heater to
simul ate the sun and raise the tenperature well into the 120's, but it was worth a chance. For the
previous three weeks his dreans were al nost driving himout of his mind, but during the last few
days he's been nuch | ess disturbed, alnmost as if he were accepting the dreanms and al |l owi ng hi nsel f
to be carried back without retaining any conscious control. For his own sake | want to keep him
awake as |long as possible--the alarmclocks may do it."

"I'f he remenbers to keep them set," Kerans comented quietly.

Qutside in the | agoon the sounds of Riggs' cutter droned past. Stretching his |egs, Kerans
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wal ked over to the window, and watched the | anding craft swing in a dininishing arc around the
base. Wiile it berthed by the jetty Riggs held an informal conference with Macready across the
gangway. Several tines he pointed to the testing station with his baton, and Kerans assuned that
they were preparing to tow the station over to the base. But for sone reason the inm nent
departure |l eft himunnoved. Bodkin's specul ati ons, however nebul ous, and his new psychol ogy of
Neuroni cs, offered a nore valid explanation for the netanorphosis taking place in his nmind than
any other. The tacit assunption made by the UN directorate--that within the new perineters
described by the Arctic and Antarctic Crcles Iife would continue much as before, with the sane
soci al and donestic relationships, by and large the same anbitions and sati sfacti ons--was
obviously fallacious, as the nounting flood-water and tenperature would show when they reached the
so-cal |l ed pol ar redoubts. A nore inportant task than map ping the harbours and | agoons of the
external |andscape was to chart the ghostly deltas and | unm nous beaches of the submerged neuronic
continents.

"Alan," he asked over his shoulder, still watching Ri ggs stanping about on the | anding
jetty, "why don't you draft a report to Byrd, | think you should | et themknow. There's always a
chance of --"

But Bodkin had gone. Kerans listened to his feet dunp slowy up the stairway and di sappear
into his cabin, the fatigued tread of a man too old and too experienced to care whether or not his
war ni ngs wer e heeded.

Kerans went back to his desk and sat down. From his jacket pocket he withdrew the conpass
and placed it in front of him cradling it between his hands. Around himthe muted sounds of the
| aboratory formed a | ow background to his mind, the furry puttering of the marnoset, the tick of a
recordi ng spooi sonmewhere, the grating of a revolving rig estimating a creeper's phototropi sm

Idly Kerans exam ned the conpass, swi nging the bearing gently in its air-bath and then
aligning the pointer and scale. He tried to decide why he had taken it fromthe armoury. Nornally
it was installed in one of the notor |aunches, and its di sappearance woul d soon be reported,
probably involve himin the petty humliation of admitting its theft.

Cagi ng the conpass, he swung it around towards hinself, without realising it sank into a
nmonentary reverie in which his entire consci ousness becane focussed on the serpentine termna
touched by the pointer, on the confused, uncertain but curiously potent inmage sumed up by the
concept 'South', with all its dormant magi ¢ and nesneric power, diffusing outwards fromthe brass
bowl held in his hands |ike the heady vapours of some spectral grail

CHAPTER 4
The Causeways of the Sun

The next day, for reasons Kerans was to understand fully only nuch | ater, Lieutenant
Har dman di sappear ed.

After a night of deep, dream ess sleep Kerans rose early and had breakfasted by seven
o' clock. He then spent an hour on the balcony, sitting back in one of the beach chairs in a pair
of white latex shorts, the sunlight expanding across the dark water bathing his | ean ebony body.
Overhead the sky was vivid and marbl ed, the black bow of the |agoon, by contrast, infinitely deep
and notionless, Iike an imense well of anber. The tree-covered buildings energing fromits rim
seened mllions of years old, thrown up out of the Earth's nagna by some vast natural cataclysm
enbal med in the gigantic intervals of tine that had el apsed during their subsidence.

Pausing by the desk to run his fingers over the brass conpass gleanmng in the darkness of
the suite, Kerans went into the bedroom and changed into his khaki drill uniform a m ninal
concession to Riggs' preparations for departure. The Italian sportswear was now hardly de rigeur
and it would only rouse the Colonel's suspicions if he were seen sauntering about in a pastel-
coloured ensenble with a Ritz hallmark

Al t hough he accepted the possibility that he woul d remai n behind, Kerans found hinself
reluctant to take any systematic precautions. Apart fromhis fuel and food supplies, for which he
had been dependent during the previous six nonths on Col onel Riggs' |argesse, he had al so needed
an endl ess succession of minor spares and replacenents, froma new watchface to a conplete
rewiring of the lighting systemin the suite. Once the base and its workshop had | eft he woul d
soon find hinmself saddl ed with an accunul ati ng series of petty annoyances, and with no
acconmodati ng techni cal sergeant to renpve them

For the convenience of the stores staff, and to save hinmself unnecessary journeys to and
fromthe base, Kerans had stockpiled a nonth's forward supplies of canned food in the suite. Most
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of this consisted of condensed milk and | uncheon neat, virtually inedible unless suppl enented by
the delicacies stored away in Beatrice's deep freeze. It was this capacious | ocker, with its
reserves of pate du fois grois and filet mgnon, which Kerans counted upon to keep them goi ng, but
at the nost there was a bare three nonths' stock. After that they would have to live off the Iand,
switch their nenu to wood soup and steak iguana

Fuel raised nore serious problens. The reserve tanks of diesel oil at the Ritz held little
nore than 500 gallons, sufficient to operate the cooling systemfor at nost a couple of nonths. By
cl osi ng down the bedroom and dressing roomand noving into the | ounge, and by raising the anbient
tenperature to ninety degrees, he would with luck double its life, but once the supplies were
exhausted the chances of supplenmenting them were negligible. Every reserve tank and cache in the
gutted buildings around the | agoons had | ong since been siphoned dry by the waves of refugees
nmovi ng northward during the past thirty years in their power boats and cabin cruisers. The tank on
t he catamaran outboard notor carried three gallons, enough for thirty mles, or a return trip a
day for a nonth between the Ritz and Beatrice's |agoon

For some reason, however, this inverted Crusoeism-the deliberate marooning of hinself
wi t hout the assistance of a gear-laden carrack wecked on a convenient reef--raised few anxieties
in Kerans' mnd. As he let hinself out of the suite he left the thernpstat at its usual eighty
degree setting, despite the fuel the generator would waste, reluctant to nake even a noni na
concession to the hazards facing himafter R ggs' departure. At first he assuned that this
refl ected a shrewd unconsci ous assessnment that his good sense would prevail, but as he started the
out board and drove the catamaran through the cool oily swells towards the creek into the next
| agoon he realised that this indifference marked the special nature of the decision to remin
behi nd. To use the synbolic |anguage of Bodkin's schema, he would then be abandoni ng the
conventional estinates of tinme in relation to his own physical needs and entering the world of
total, neuronic time, where the massive intervals of the geological tine-scale calibrated his
exi stence. Here a million years was the shortest working unit, and problems of food and cl ot hing
becane as irrelevant as they woul d have been to a Buddhi st contenpl ative | otus-squatting before an
enpty rice-bow under the protective canopy of the nillion-headed cobra of eternity.

Entering the third | agoon, an oar raised to fend off the ten-foot-long bl ades of a giant
horse-tail dipping its |leaves into the nouth of the creek, he noticed w thout enotion that a party
of men under Sergeant Macready had hoi sted the anchors of the testing station and were towing it

slowy towards the base. As the gap between the two closed, |ike curtains drawi ng together after
the end of a play, Kerans stood in the stern of the catamaran under the dripping unbrella of

| eaves, a watcher in the wi ngs whose contribution to the drama, however small, had now conpletely
ended.

In order not to attract attention by restarting the engine, he pushed out into the
sunlight, the giant |eaves sinking to their hilts in the green jelly of the water, and paddl ed
slowy around the perineter of the lagoon to Beatrice's apartnent block. Intermittently the roar
of the helicopter dinned across the water as it carried out its tarmac check, and the swells from
the testing station drunmed agai nst the prows of the catamaran and drove on through the open
wi ndows on his right, slapping around the internal walls. Beatrice's power cruiser creaked
painfully at its noorings. The engi ne room had fl ooded and the stern was awash under the wei ght of
the two big Chrysler engines. Sooner or |later one of the thermal storns would catch the craft and
anchor it forever fifty feet down in one of the submerged streets.

When he stepped out of the elevator the patio around the swi mm ng pooi was deserted, the

previ ous evening's glasses still on the tray between the reclining chairs. A ready the sunlight
was beginning to fill the pool, illumnating the yell ow sea-horses and blue tridents that
patterned its floor. A few bats hung in the shadows bel ow the gutter over Beatrice's bedroom
wi ndow, but they flew off as Kerans sat down, like vanpiric spirits fleeing the rising day.

Through the blinds Kerans caught a glinpse of Beatrice noving about quietly, and five
m nutes | ater she wal ked into the lounge, a black towel in a single twist around her nidriff. She
was partly hidden in the dimlight at the far end of the room and seened tired and wi t hdrawn,
greeting himw th a half-hearted wave. Leaning one el bow agai nst the bar, she made a drink for
hersel f, stared bl ankly at one of the Delvaux and returned to her bedroom

When she failed to reappear Kerans went in search of her. As he pushed back the gl ass
doors the hot air trapped inside the lounge hit his face |ike funmes vented froma crowded gall ey.
Several tinmes within the past nonth the generator had failed to respond i mediately to the
thernostat, and the tenperature was well into the nineties, probably responsible for Beatrice's
| ethargy and ennui

She was sitting on the bed when Kerans entered, the tunbler of whiskey resting on her
snoot h knees. The thick hot air in the roomrem nded Kerans of Hardman's cabin during the
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experi ment Bodkin had conducted on the pilot. He went to the thernostat on the bedside table and
jerked the tab down from seventy to sixty degrees.

"It's broken down again," Beatrice told himmatter-of-factly. "The engi ne kept stopping."

Kerans tried to take the glass fromher hands but she steered it away fromhim "Leave ne
al oie, Robert," she said in a tired voice. "I know |'ma | oose, drunken woman but | spent | ast
night in the Martian jungles and | don't want to be |l ectured.”

Kerans scrutinised her closely, snling to hinself in a mxture of affection and despair.
"I''ll see if | can repair the notor. This bedroomsnells as if you' ve had an entire pena
battalion billetted with you. Take a shower, Bea, and try to pull yourself together. Riggs is
| eaving tonorrow, we'll need our wits about us. \What are these nightnares you're havi ng?"

Beatri ce shrugged. "Jungl e dreams, Robert," she murnured anbi guously. "I'm | earning ny
ABC s again. Last night was the delta jungles.” She gave hima bleak smle, then added with a
touch of nalicious hunmour: "Don't |ook so stern, you'll be dreamng themtoo, soon."

"I hope not." Kerans watched distastefully as she raised the glass to her lips. "And pour
that drink away. Scotch breakfasts may be an ol d Hi ghland custom but they're nmurder on the liver."

Beatrice waved himaway. "I know. Al cohol kills slowy, but I"'min no hurry. Go away,
Robert."

Kerans gave up and turned on his heel. He took the stairway fromthe kitchen into the
store-room bel ow, found a torch and the tool-set, and began to work on the generator.

Hal f an hour |ater, when he energed onto the patio, Beatrice had apparently recovered
completely fromher torpor and was intently painting her nails with a bottle of blue varnish.

"Hell o, Robert, are you in a better mood now?"

Kerans sat down on the tiled floor, wiping the last traces of grease off his hands.
Crisply he punched the firmswell of her calf, then fended away the revengi ng heel at his head.
"I'"ve cured the generator, with luck you won't have any nore trouble. It's rather anusing, the
timng device on the two-stroke starting engi ne had gone wong, it was actually running
backwar ds. "

He was about to explain the irony of the joke at full length when a | oud-hailer blared
fromthe | agoon bel ow. The sounds of sudden excited activity had sprung up fromthe base; engines
whi ned and accel erated, davits shrilled as the two reserve notor |aunches were |owered into the
water, there was a nmedl ey of voices shouting and feet raci ng down gangways.

Kerans rose and hurried around the pooi to the rail. "Don't tell me they're |eaving today--
? Riggs is clever enough to try that in the hope of catching us unprepared.”

Beatrice at his side, the towel clasped to her breasts, they | ooked down at the base.
Every nmenber of the unit appeared to have been nobilised, and the cutter and the two | aunches
surged and jockeyed around the landing jetty. The drooping rotors of the helicopter were circling
slowy, R ggs and Macready about to enbark. The other nen were lined up on the jetty, waiting
their turn to climb into the three craft. Even Bodkin had been roused from his bunk, and was
standi ng bare-chested on the bridge of the testing station, shouting up at R ggs.

Suddenly Macready noticed Kerans at the balcony rail. He spoke to the Col onel, who picked
up an el ectric megaphone and wal ked forwards across the roof.

"KER- ANS!'! DOC- TOR KER- ANS! ! "

G ant fragnents of the anplified phrases booned anong the rooftops, echoing off the
alumniumin-falls set into the sheets of wi ndows. Kerans cupped his ears, trying to distinguish
what the Col onel was shouting, but the sounds were lost in the mounting roar of the helicopter
Then Riggs and Macready clinbed into the cabin, and the pilot began to semaphore at Kerans through
the cockpit w ndscreen

Kerans translated the norse signals, then turned quickly fromthe rail and began to carry
the deck chairs into the | ounge.

"They're going to pick me up here," he told Beatrice as the helicopter rose fromits
pedestal and |ifted diagonally across the |lagoon. "You'd better get dressed or out of sight. The
slip-streamwi Il strip your towel away like tissue paper. Ri ggs has got enough to contend with
now. "

Beatrice helped himfurl the awning, and stepped into the |ounge as the flickering shadow
of the helicopter filled the patio, the downdraught fanning across their shoul ders.

"But what's happened, Robert? Wiy is Riggs so excited?"

Kerans shi el ded his head fromthe engine roar and stared out across the green-ringed
| agoons stretching towards the horizon, a sudden spasm of anxiety tw sting one corner of his
nmout h.

"He's not excited, just worried stiff. Everything is beginning to collapse around him
Li eut enant Hardman has di sappeared!”
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Li ke an i mrense putrescent sore, the jungle |ay exposed bel ow the open hatchway of the
hel i copter. G ant groves of gymmospernms stretched in dense clunps along the rooftops of the
subnerged buil dings, snmothering the white rectangular outlines. Here and there an old concrete
wat er tower protruded fromthe norass, or the remains of a nakeshift jetty still floated beside
the hulk of a collapsing office block, overgrown with feathery acacias and fl owering tamari sks.
Narrow creeks, the canopies overhead turning theminto green-lit tunnels, wound away fromthe
| arger | agoons, eventually joining the six hundred-yard-w de channel s whi ch broadened outwards
across the former suburbs of the city. Everywhere the silt encroached, shoring itself in huge
banks against a railway viaduct or crescent of offices, o0ozing through a subnmerged arcade like the
fetid contents of sone latter-day C oaca Maxi na. Many of the snaller |akes were now filled by the
silt, yellow discs of funguscovered sludge fromwhich a profuse tangle of conpeting plant forns
energed, walled gardens in an insane Eden

Cl anped securely to the cabin handrail by the nylon harness around his wai st and
shoul ders, Kerans gazed down at the unfolding | andscape, foll owi ng the water-ways unwi nding from
the three central |agoons. Five hundred feet bel ow the shadow of the helicopter raced across the
nottl ed green surface of the water, and he focussed his attention on the area i medi ately around
it. An inmrense profusion of animal life filled the creeks and canal s: water-snakes coiled
t hensel ves anong the crushed pal i sades of the water-|ogged banboo groves, col onies of bats erupted
out of the green tunnels like clouds of exploding soot, iguanas sat notionlessly on the shaded
cornices like stone sphinxes. Oten, as if disturbed by the noise of the helicopter, a human form
seened to dart and hide anpong the water-1line wi ndows, then revealed itself to be a crocodile
snapping at a water-fow, or one end of a subsiding | og dislodged fromthe buffeted tree-ferns.

Twenty niles away the horizon was still obscured by the early norning nists, huge palls of
gol den vapour that hung fromthe sky |ike di aphanous curtains, but the air over the city was clear
and vivid, the exhaust vapour of the helicopter sparkling as it receded in a | ong undul ating
signature. As they nmoved away fromthe central |agoons in their outward spiral sweep Kerans | eaned
agai nst the hatchway and watched the glistening display, abandoning his search of the jungle
bel ow.

The chances of seeing Hardnman fromthe air were infinitesimal. Unless he had taken refuge
in a building near the base he woul d have been forced to travel along the water-ways, where he had
t he maxi mum possible protection from aerial observation under the overhanging fern trees.

In the starboard hatchway Ri ggs and Macready continued their vigil, passing a pair of
bi noculars to and fro. Wthout his peaked cap, his thin sandy hair blown forwards over his face,

Ri ggs | ooked like a ferocious sparrow, his little jaw jutting fiercely at the open air.

He noticed Kerans gazing up at the sky and shouted: "Seen himyet, Doctor? Don't dawdl e
now, the secret of a successful sweep is one hundred percent cover, one hundred percent
concentration.”

Accepting the rebuke, Kerans scanned the tilting disc of the jungle again, the tall towers
of the central |agoon pivoting around the hatchway. Hardman's di sappearance had been di scovered by
a sick-bay orderly at 8 o' clock that norning, but his bed was cold and he had al nost certainly
| eft the previous evening, probably soon after the final ward-roll at 9-30. None of the snaller
scows hitched to the jetty rail had gone, but Hardman coul d easily have | ashed together a couple
of the enpty fuel druns stored in a pile by the CDeck hold and | owered them noi sel essly into the
wat er. However crude, such a craft would paddle snmoothly and carry himten nmiles away by day-
break, somewhere on the perineter of a search area of some seventy-five square nmles, every acre
of which was honeyconbed by derelict buildings.

Unabl e to see Bodkin before being wi nched aboard the helicopter, Kerans could only
specul at e about Hardman's notives for |eaving the base, and whether these were part of a grander
design nmaturing slowy in the Lieutenant's nind or nerely a sudden neani ngl ess reaction to the
news that they were | eaving the lagoons for the north. Kerans' initial excitenent had evaporated,
and he felt a curious sense of relief, as if one of the opposing |ines of force that encircled him
had been renoved by Hardman's di sappearance and the tension and i npotence contained in the system
suddenly rel eased. |If anything, however, the task of renmining behind would now be even nore
difficult.

Unshackl i ng his harness, Riggs stood up with a gesture of exasperation and handed the
bi noculars to one of the two soldiers squatting on the floor at the rear of the cabin

"Open searches are a waste of tine over this type of terrain," he shouted at Kerans.

"W'll go down sonewhere and have a careful |ook at the map, you can have a shot at reading
Hardman' s psychol ogy. "
They were about ten nmiles north-west of the central |agoons, the towers al nost obscured in
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the mists along the horizon. Five niles away, directly between them and the base, was one of the

two nmotor |aunches, cruising down an open channel, its white wake fadi ng across the gl ass sheet of
the water. Bl ocked by the urban concentration to the south, less silt had penetrated into the
area, and the vegetation was |ighter, nore expanses of unbroken water between the principal lines

of buildings. Atogether the zone bel ow them was enpty and uncongested, and Kerans felt convinced,
t hough for no rational reason, that Hardnman woul d not be found in the north-west sector

Ri ggs clinbed up into the cockpit and a nonment |ater the speed and inclination of the
heli copter altered. They began to make a shall ow dive, sw nging down to within a hundred feet of
the water, glided in and out of the wi de canals |ooking for a convenient rooftop on which to
perch. Finally they picked out the hunped back of a hal f-subnerged cinema and |l et down slowy onto
the square firmroof of the neo-assyrian portico.

For a few minutes they steadied their |egs, gazing out over the expanses of blue water
The nearest structure was an isol ated departnment store two hundred yards away, and the open vistas
rem nded Kerans of Herodotus' description of the | andscape in Egypt at floodtinme, with its ranpart
cities like the islands of the Aegean Sea.

Ri ggs opened his map wal |l et and spread the pol ythene print across the cabin floor. Resting
his el bows on the edge of the hatchway, he put his finger on their present |anding stage.

"Well, Sergeant," he told Daley, "we seemto be half-way back to Byrd. Apart from wearing
out the engine we haven't achieved nuch."

Dal ey nodded, his snall serious face hidden inside the fibre-glass helnmet. "Sir, | think
our only chance is to carry out lowlevel inspections over a few selected runs. There's just a
hope we m ght see something--a raft or an oil patch.”

"Agreed. But the problemis--" here Riggs drummed on the nap with his baton "--where?
Hardman is very probably no nore than two or three miles fromthe base. Wat's your guess,
Doct or ?"

Kerans shrugged. "I don't really know what Hardman's notives are, Colonel. Latterly he'd
been in Bodkin's charge. It may be. "

H s voice began to trail off, and Daley cut in with another suggestion, distracting R ggs
attention. For the next five mnutes the Colonel, Daley and Macready argued about possible routes
Har dman had taken, nmarking only the w der water-ways as if Hardnman were navi gati ng a pocket
battl eshi p. Kerans | ooked around at the water eddying slowy past the cinena. A few branches and
dunps of weed drifted along on the northward current, the bright sunlight masking the nolten
mrror of the surface. The water drummred against the portico beneath his feet, beating slowy
against his mnd, and setting up a widening circle of interference patterns as if crossing it at
an opposite direction to its own course of flow. He watched a succession of wavel ets |apping at
the sloping roof, wishing that be could | eave the Col onel and wal k straight down into the water
di ssol ve hinself and the ever-present phantons which attended himlike sentinel birds in the coo
bower of its magical calm in the |uninous, dragon-green, serpent-haunted sea.

Suddenly he realised wi thout any shadow of doubt where Hardman was to be found.

He waited for Daley to finish. ". . . | knew Lieutenant Hardman, sir, flew nearly five
thousand hours with him he's obviously had a brain-storm He wanted to get back to Byrd, nust
have decided he couldn't wait any |onger, not even two days. He'll have headed north, be resting

somewhere al ong these open channels out of the city."
Ri ggs nodded doubtfully, apparently unconvinced but prepared to accept the Sergeant's
advice in default of any other.

"Well, you nay be right. | suppose it's worth trying. What do you think, Kerans?"
Kerans shook his head. "Colonel, it's a conplete waste of tine searching the areas north
of the city. Hardman woul dn't have cone up here, it's too open and isolated. | don't know whet her

he's on foot or paddling a raft, but he certainly isn't going north--Byrd is the last place on
Earth he wants to return to. There's only one direction in which Hardnman is headi ng--south."
Kerans pointed to the nexus of channels which flowed into the central |agoons, tributaries of a
single huge water-way three mles south of the city, its passage indented and diverted by the
giant silt banks. "Hardman will be sonewhere along there. It probably took himall night to reach
the main channel, and | should guess that he's resting in one of the small inlets before he noves
on tonight."

He broke off and Riggs stared hard at the map, peaked cap pulled down over his eyes in a
gesture of concentrati on.

"But why south?" Dal ey protested. "Once he | eaves the channel there's nothing but solid
jungl e and open sea. The tenperature is going up all the tinme--he'll _fry ."

Ri ggs | ooked up at Kerans. "Sergeant Dal ey has a point, Doctor. Wiy shoul d Hardnman choose
to travel south?"
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Looki ng out across the water again, Kerans replied in a flat voice: "Colonel, there isn't
any other direction.”

Ri ggs hesitated, then glanced at Macready, who had stepped back fromthe group and was
standi ng beside Kerans, his tall stooped figure silhouetted |ike a gaunt crow agai nst the water
Al nost i nmperceptibly he nodded to Riggs, answering the unspoken question. Even Daley put a foot up
on the cockpit entry step, accepting the |logic of Kerans' argunent and the shared understandi ng of
Hardman's notives once Kerans had made themexplicit.

Three minutes later the helicopter was speeding off at full manifold pressure towards the
| agoons in the south.

As Kerans had prophesied, they found Hardman anong the silt flats.

Descending to three hundred feet above the water, they began to rake up and down the
distal five-mle length of the nmain channel. The huge banks of silt lifted above the surface |ike
the backs of yell ow sperm whal es. Werever the hydrodynam ¢ contours of the channel gave the silt
banks any degree of permanence, the surrounding jungle spilled fromthe rooftops and rooted itself
in the damp loam matting the whole norass into an inmovabl e structure. From the hatchway Kerans
scrutini sed the narrow beaches under the outer edge of the fern trees, watching for the tell-tale
signs of a canmpuflaged raft or make-shift hut.

After twenty mnutes, however, and a dozen careful sweeps of the channel, Riggs turned
fromthe hatchway with a rueful shake of his head.

"You're probably right, Robert, but it's a hopeless job. Hardman's no fool, if he wants to
hide fromus we'll never find him Even if he were | eaning out of a wi ndow and waving, ten to one
we woul dn't see him™"

Kerans murmured in reply, watching the surface bel ow Each of the tracking runs was about
a hundred yards to the starboard of the previous one, and for the |last three runs he had been
wat chi ng the sem -circul ar crescent of what appeared to be a | arge apartnent block standing in the
angl e between the channel and the southern bank of a snall creek which ran off into the
surroundi ng jungl e. The upper eight or nine storeys of the bl ock stood above the water, enclosing
a i ow mound of nuddy-brown silt. The surface streamed with water draining away froma collection
of shallow pools covering it. Two hours earlier the bank had been a sheet of wet nud, but by ten
o' clock, as the helicopter flew over, the mud was beginning to dry and grow firm To Kerans,
shielding his eyes fromthe reflected sunlight, its snoboth surface appeared to be scored by two
faint parallel lines, about six feet apart, that led across to the jutting roof of an al nost
submer ged bal cony. As they swept overhead he tried to see under the concrete slab, but its nmouth
was choked with refuse and rotting | ogs.

He touched Riggs' armand pointed to the tracks, so imersed in tracing their w nding
progress to the bal cony that he alnost failed to notice the equally distinct pattern of inprints
energing in the drying surface between the |ines, spaced sone four feet apart, unm stakably the
footsteps of a tall powerful man hauling a heavy | oad.

As the noise of the helicopter's engine faded out on the roof above them Riggs and
Macr eady bent down and inspected the crude catamaran hi dden behind a screen of bocage under the
bal cony. Fashioned fromtwo drop tanks |lashed to either end of a netal bed-frame, its twin grey
hulls were still streaked with silt. Cdunps of nmud from Hardnan's feet crossed the room opening
onto the bal cony and di sappeared through the suite into the adjacent corridor

"This is it without a doubt--agree, Sergeant?" Ri ggs asked, stepping out into the sunlight
to look up at the crescent of apartment bl ocks. A chain of autonompbus units, they were |inked by
short causeways between the elevator wells at the end of each building. Mst of the wi ndows were
broken, the creamfacing tiles covered by huge patches of fungus, and the whol e conpl ex | ooked
i ke an over-ripe canenbert cheese.

Macready knelt down by one of the hulls, cleaning away the silt, then traced out the code
nunber painted across the bow. "UNAF 22-H 549--that's us, sir. The drop tanks were being cl eared
out yesterday, we'd stored themon C Deck. He nust have taken a spare bed fromthe sick-bay after
ward-roll."

"Good. " Rubbing his hands together with pleasure, R ggs stepped over to Kerans, smling
jauntily, his self-confidence and good hunour fully restored. "Excellent, Robert. Superb

di agnostic skill, you were quite right, of course." He peered shrewdly at Kerans, as if
specul ating on the real sources of this remarkable insight, invisibly marking himoff. "Cheer up
Hardman will be grateful to you when we take hi m back."

Kerans stood on the edge of the bal cony, the slope of caking silt below him He | ooked up
at the silent curve of w ndows, wondering which of the thousand or so roons woul d be Hardman's
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hi ding place. "I hope you're right. You've still got to catch him"
"Don't worry, we will." Riggs began to shout up at the two nen on the roof, hel ping Dal ey
| ash down the helicopter. 'WIson, keep a | ook-out fromthe south-west end; Caldwell, you work

your way across to the north. Keep an eye on both sides, he might try to swmfor it."

The two nen sal uted and noved off, their carbines held at their hips. Macready cradled a
Thonpson gun in the crook of his arm and as Ri ggs unbuttoned the flap of his hol ster Kerans said
quietly: "Colonel, we're not tracking down a wild dog."

Ri ggs waved this aside. "Rel ax, Robert, it's just that | don't want ny leg bitten off by
some sleeping croc. Though as a matter of interest--"
Hardman has got a .45 Colt with him™"

Leaving Kerans to digest this, he picked up the electric nmegaphone.

"HARDVANI! THIS IS COLONEL RIGGS!!" He bel |l omwed Hardman's nane at the silent heat, then
wi nked at Kerans and added: "DR KERANS WANTS TO TALK TO YQU, LI EUTENANT!!"'

Focussed by the crescent of buildings, the sounds echoed away across the swanps and
creeks, booning distantly over the great enpty nudflats. Around them everything glistened in the
i mense heat, and the nmen on the roof fretted nervously under their forage caps. A thick cloaca
stench exuded fromthe silt flat, a corona of a mllion insects pulsing and humm ng hungrily above
it, and a sudden spasm of nausea knotted Kerans' gullet, for a noment dizzying him Pressing a
wist tightly to his forehead, he | eaned back against a pillar, listening to the echoes
reverberate around him Four hundred yards away two white-faced clock towers protruded through the
vegetation, like the tenple spires of some |lost jungle religion, and the sounds of his nane--

" Kerans_ . . . _Kerans_ . . . _Kerans_"-- reflected off them seened to Kerans to toll with an

i ntense prenonition of terror and disaster, the nmeaningless orientation of the clock hands
identifying him nore conpletely than anything he bad previously experienced, with all the
confused and minatory spectres that cast their shadows nore and nore darkly through his mind, the
myri ad- handed mandal a of cosmic time.

here he flashed Kerans a gleam ng smle "--

His name still echoed faintly in his ears as they began their search of the building. He
took up his position at the stairwell at the centre of each corridor while ffiggs and Macready
i nspected the apartnments, keeping a |ook-out as they clinbed the floors. The building had been
gutted. Al the floorboards had rotted or been ripped out, and they noved slowy along the tiled
inlays, stepping warily fromone concrete tie-beamto another. Mst of the plaster had slipped
fromthe walls and lay in grey heaps along the skirting boards. Werever sunlight filtered
through, the bare |lathes were intertwined with creeper and wi re-noss, and the original fabric of
the buil ding seened sol ely supported by the profusion of vegetation ram fying through every room
and corridor.

Through the cracks in the floors rose the stench of the greasy water swirling through the
wi hdows bel ow. Disturbed for the first time in many years, the bats which hung fromthe tilting
picture rails flew frantically for the wi ndows, dispersing with cries of pain in the brilliant
sunlight. Lizards scuttered and darted through the floor cracks, or skated desperately around the
dry baths in the bathroons.

Exacerbated by the heat, Riggs' inpatience nounted as they clinbed the floors and had
covered all but the top two without Success.

"Well, where is he?" Riggs rested against the stair-rail, gesturing for quiet, and
listened to the silent building, breathing tightly through his teeth. 'W'I|l stand easy for five
m nutes, Sergeant. Now s the tinme for caution. He's sonewhere around here."

Macr eady slung his Thonpson over his shoulder and clinbed to the fan Iight on the next
I anding which let in a thin breeze. Kerans |eaned against the wall, the sweat pouring across his
back and chest, tenples thudding fromthe exertion of nounting the stairs. It was 11-30, and the
tenperature outside was well over 120 degrees. He | ooked down at Riggs' flushed pink face,
admring the Colonel's self-discipline and singl e-m ndedness.

"Don't | ook so condescendi ng, Robert. | know |I'm sweating |like a pig, but | haven't had as
much rest as you lately."

The two men exchanged gl ances, each aware of the conflict of attitude towards Hardman, and
Kerans, in an effort to resolve the rivalry between them said quietly: "You'll probably catch him
now, Col onelL"

Searching for sonmewhere to sit, be wal ked off down the corridor and pushed back the door
into the first apartnent.

As he unl atched the door the franme coll apsed weakly into a litter of wormeaten dust and
ti mbers, and he stepped across it to the wide french wi ndows over-|ooking the balcony. Alittle
air funnelled through, and Kerans let it play over his face and chest, surveying the jungle bel ow.
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The promontory on which the crescent of apartnent houses stood had at one tinme been a small hill,
and a number of the buil dings visible beneath the vegetation on the other side of the silt flat
were still above the flood-waters. Kerans stared at the two clock towers jutting up like white
obel i sks above the fern fronds. The yellow air of the noon high seened to press down |like a giant
transl ucent counterpane on the |eafy spread, a thousand notes of light spitting |ike dianonds
whenever a bough noved and deflected the sun's rays. The obscured outline of a classical portico
and col onnaded facade bel ow the towers suggested that the buildings were once part of some small
muni ci pal centre. One of the clock-faces was without its hands; the other, by coincidence, had
stopped at al nbst exactly the right tinme--11-35. Kerans wondered whether the clock was in fact
wor ki ng, tended by sone nad recluse clinging to a | ast neani ngl ess register of sanity, though if
the mechani smwere still operable Riggs mght well performthat role. Several times, before they
abandoned one of the drowned cities, he had wound the two-ton mechani smof sone rusty cathedra
clock and they had sailed off to a last carillon of chines across the water. For nights
afterwards, in his dreans, Kerans had seen Riggs dressed as Wlliam Tell, striding about in a huge
Dal i ni an | andscape, planting inmense dripping sundials |ike daggers in the fused sand.

Kerans | eaned agai nst the window, waiting as the m nutes passed and | eft behind the clock
fixed at 11-35, overtaking it like a vehicle in a faster lane. Or was it not stationary
(guaranteed though it would be to tell the time with conplete, unquestionable accuracy tw ce a day-
-nore than nost tine-pieces) but nmerely so slow that its notion _appeared_ to be inperceptible?
The slower a clock, the nearer it approximated to the infinitely gradual and majestic progression
of cosmic time--in fact, by reversing a clock's direction and running it backwards one could
devise a tine-piece that in a sense was noving even nore slowy than the universe, and
consequently part of an even greater spatio-tenporal system

Kerans' amnusenent at this conceit was distracted by his discovery anong the clutter of
debris on the opposite bank of a small cenetery sloping down into the water, its | eaning
headst ones advancing to their crowns like a party of bathers. He remenbered agai n one ghastly
cenmetery over which they had noored, its ornate florentine tonbs cracked and sprung, corpses
floating out in their unravelling w nding-sheets in a grimrehearsal of the Day of Judgenent.

Averting his eyes, he turned away fromthe window, with a jolt realised that a tall black-
bearded man was standing notionlessly in a doorway behind him Startled, Kerans stared uncertainly
at the figure, with an effort reassenbling his thoughts. The big nan stood in a slightly stooped
but rel axed pose, his heavy arns | oosely at his sides. Black mud caked across his wists and
forehead, and cl ogged his boots and the fabric of his drill trousers, for a nonent rem nding
Kerans of one of the resurrected corpses. H s bearded chin was sunk between his broad shoul ders,
the inpression of constraint and fatigue hei ghtened by the nedical orderly's blue deni mjacket
several sizes too snall which he wore, the corporal's stripe pulled up over the swell of his
deltoid muscle. The expression on his face was one of hungry intensity, but he gazed at Kerans
with sonmbre detachnent, his eyes like heavily banked fires, a thin glow of interest in the
bi ol ogi st the only outward show of the energy within.

Kerans waited until his eyes adjusted thenselves to the darkness at the rear of the room
| ooking involuntarily at the bedroom doorway through which the bearded nman had stepped. He reached
out one hand to him half-afraid of breaking the spell between them warning himnot to nove, and
elicited in return an expression of curiously understandi ng synpathy, alnost as if their roles
were reversed.

"Har dman! " Kerans whi spered.

Wth a galvanic | eap, Hardnman flung hinself at Kerans, his big franme bl ocking off half the
room feinted just before they collided and swerved past, before Kerans could regain his bal ance
had j unped out onto the bal cony and clinbed over the rail.

" _Hardman! _" As one of the nmen on the roof shouted the al arm Kerans reached the bal cony.
Hardman swung hinsel f |i ke an acrobat down the drain-pipe to the parapet below Riggs and Macready
dived into the room Holding on to his hat, R ggs pivoted out over the rail, swore as Hardnan

di sappeared into the apartnent.

"Good nman, Kerans, you nearly held him" Together they ran back into the corridor and
raced down the stairway, saw Hardman swi ngi ng around the bannisters four floors below, hurling
himsel f fromone landing to the next in a single stride.

When they reached the | owest floor they were thirty seconds behi nd Hardnman, and a nedl ey
of excited shouts were conming fromthe roof. But Riggs paused stock-still on the bal cony.

"Good CGod, he's trying to drag his raft back into the water!"

Thirty yards away, Hardnman was draggi ng the catanmaran across the caking mass of silt, the
towrope over his shoulders, jerking its bows into the air w th denoniac energy.

Ri ggs buttoned the flap of his bolster, sadly shaking his head. There was a full fifty
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yards to the water's edge, and Hardman was sinking up to his knees in the danper silt, oblivious

of the nen on the roof |ooking down at him Finally he tossed away the towrope and seized the bed-
frame in both hands, began to wench it along in slow painful jerks, the denimjacket split down
hi s back.

Ri ggs stepped up onto the bal cony, gesturing to Wlson and Caldwell to cone down. "Poor
devil, he looks all in. Doctor, you stay close, you may be able to pacify him"

Carefully they dosed in on Hardman. The five nmen, Ri ggs, Macready, the two soldiers and
Kerans, advanced down the sloping crust, shielding their eyes fromthe intense sunlight. Like a
wounded wat er - buf fal o, Hardman continued to westle in the mud ten yards in front of them Kerans
notioned to the others to stay still and then wal ked forwards with Wl son, a blond-haired youth
who had once been Hardman's orderly. Wndering what to say to Hardman, he cleared the knots of
phl egm from hi s throat.

On the roof behind themthere was a sudden staccato roar of exhaust, splitting the silence
of the tableau. A few steps behind WIson, Kerans hesitated, saw Riggs | ook up in annoyance at the
helicopter. Assuming that their mssion was now over, Daley had started his engine, and the bl ades
were swinging slowy through the air.

Roused fromhis attenpt to reach the water, Hardman | ooked around at the group encircling
him released the catamaran and crouched down behind it. WIson began to wade forward precariously
through the soft silt along the water's edge, the carbine held across his chest. As he sank up to
his wai st he shouted at Kerans, his voice lost in the nounting roar of the engine, exhaust
spitting in sharp cracks over their heads. Suddenly WIson swayed, and before Kerans coul d steady
hi m Har dman | eaned across the catamaran, the big Colt .45 in his hand, and fired at them The
flanme fromthe barrel stabbed through the dazzling air, and with a short cry Wlson fell across
the carbine, then rolled back clutching a bl oodi ed el bow, his forage cap cuffed off his head by
t he di scharge wave of the expl osion.

As the other men began to retreat up the slope Hardman hol stered the revolver in his belt,
turned and ran off along the water's edge to the buildings that nerged into the jungle a hundred
yards away

Pursued by the ascending roar of the helicopter, they raced after Hardnman, Ri ggs and
Kerans hel ping the injured Wlson, stunbling in and out of the pot-holes |left by the nmen ahead. At
the edge of the silt flat the jungle rose in a high green cliff, tier upon tier of fern trees and
giant club noss flowering fromthe terraces. Wthout hesitating, Hardman plunged into a narrow
i nterval between two anci ent cobbled walls, and di sappeared down the all ey-way, Macready and
Cal dwel | twenty yards behind him

"Keep after him Sergeant!" Ri ggs bell owed when Macready Paused to wait for the Col onel
"We've nearly got him he's beginning to tire." To Kerans he confided: "God, what a shanbles!" He
poi nt ed hopel essly at the huge figure of Hardman pounding away in long strides. "What's driving
the man on? |'ve a damm good nmind to let himgo and get on with it."

W son had recovered sufficiently to wal k unai ded, and Kerans | eft himand broke into a
run. "He'll be all right, Colonel; I'lIl try to talk to Hardman, there's a chance | may be able to
hold him™"

Fromthe alley-way they energed into a small square, where a group of sedate i 9th century
nmuni ci pal buil di ngs | ooked down on an ornate fountain. WId orchids and magnol i a entw ned
t hensel ves around the grey ionic colums of the old courthouse, a mniature sham Parthenon with a
heavy scul ptured portico, but otherwi se the square had survived intact the assaults of the
previous fifty years, its original floor still well above the surrounding water |eveL Next to the
courthouse with the facel ess clock tower, was a second col onnaded building, a library or nmuseum
its white pillars gleaming in the sunlight Iike a row of huge bl eached bones.

Nearing noon, the sun filled this antique forumw th a harsh burning |ight, and Hardman
stopped and | ooked back uncertainly at the men following him then stunbled up the steps into the

courthouse. Signalling to Kerans and Caidwell, Macready backed away anong the statues in the
square and took up his position behind the bow of the fountain.
"Doctor, it's too dangerous now He may not recognise you. W'll wait until the heat

lifts, he can't nove fromthere. Doctor--"

Kerans ignored him He advanced slowy across the cracked flagstones, both forearns up
over his eyes, and placed one foot insecurely on the first step. Somewhere anobng the shadows he
coul d hear Hardnan's exhausted breathing, punping the scalding air into his |ungs.

Shaki ng the square with its noise, the helicopter soared slowy overhead, and Ri ggs and
Wl son hurried up the steps into the nuseum entrance, watching as the tail rotor turned the
machine in a dimnishing spiral. Together the noise and the heat drummed at Kerans' brain,
bl udgeoni ng himlike a thousand clubs, clouds of dust billow ng around him Abruptly the
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hel i copter began to lose lift, with an agoni sed acceleration of its engine slid out of the air
into the square, then picked up just before it touched the ground. pucking away, Kerans sheltered
wi th Macready behind the fountain, while the aircraft jerked about over their heads. As it

revol ved, the tail rotor lashed into the portico of the courthouse, in an explosion of splintered
mar bl e the heli copter porpoised and plunged heavily onto the cobbles, the shattered tail propellor
rotating eccentrically. Cutting his engine, Daley sat back at his controls, half stunned by the

i mpact with the ground and trying helplessly to renove his harness.

Frustrated at this second attenpt to catch Hardnman, they crouched in the shadows bel ow t he
portico of the museum waiting for the noon high to subside. As if illuninated by inmense
searchlights, a vast white glare lit the grey stone of the buildings around the square, like an
over - exposed phot ograph, rem ndi ng Kerans of the chal k-white col onnades of an Egyptain necropolis.
As the sun nmounted to its zenith the reflected |light began to glimrer upwards fromthe paving
stones. Periodically, while he tended Wl son and settled himwith a few grains of norphine, Kerans
could see the other nen as they kept up their watch for Hardman, fanning thenselves slowy with
their forage caps

Ten minutes later, shortly after noon, he | ooked up at the square. Conpletely obscured by
the light and glare, the buildings on the other side of the fountain were no | onger continuously
visible, looning in and out of the air like the architecture of a spectral city. In the centre of
the square, by the edge of the fountain, a tall solitary figure was standing, the pulsing therna
gradients every few seconds inverting the normal perspectives and nmagnifying himfleetingly.

Har dman' s sun-burnt face and bl ack beard were now chal kwhite, his nud-stained clothes glinting in
the blinding sunlight |ike sheets of gold.

Kerans pulled hinself to his knees, waiting for Macready to |leap forward at him but the
Sergeant, with Riggs beside him was buddled against a pillar, his eyes staring blankly at the
floor in front of them as if asleep or entranced.

St eppi ng away fromthe fountain, Hardman noved slowy across the square, in and out of the
shifting curtains of light. He passed Wthin twenty feet of Kerans, who knelt hidden behind the
colum, One hand on WIlson's shoul der, quieting the man's |Iow grunbling. Skirting the helicopter
Har dman reached the far end of the courthouse and there left the square, wal king steadily up a
narrow i ncline towards the silt banks which stretched al ong the shore a hundred yards away.

Acknow edgi ng his escape, the intensity of the sunlight dininished fractionally.

"Col onel Riggs!"

Macr eady plunged down the steps, shielding his eyes fromthe glare, and pointed off across
the silt flat with his Thonpson. Riggs followed him hatless, his thin shoul ders pinched together
tired and dispirited.

He put a restraining hand on Macready's el bow. "Let himgo, Sergeant. W'Ill never catch
hi m now. There doesn't seemto be much point, anyway."
Saf ety two hundred yards away, Hardnan was still noving strongly, undeterred by the

furnace-like heat. He reached the first crest, partly hidden in the huge pails of steam which hung
over the centre of the silt flat, fading into themlike a man di sappearing into a deep mst. The
endl ess banks of the inland sea stretched out in front of him nerging at their edges into the

i ncandescent sky so that to Kerans he seened to be wal ki ng across dunes of whitehot ash into the
very mouth of the sun.

For the next two hours he sat quietly in the nmuseum waiting for the cutter to arrive,
listening to Riggs' irritated grunmbling and Dal ey's | ane excuses. Drained by the heat, Kerans
tried to sleep, but the occasional crack of a carbine jolted through his bruised brain Iike the
kick of a | eather boot. Attracted by the sounds of the helicopter, a school of iguana had
approached, and the reptiles were now sidling around the edges of the square, braying at the nen
on the steps of the nmuseum Their harsh shrieking voices filled Kerans with a dull fear that
persisted even after the cutter's arrival and their return journey to the base. Sitting in the
conpar ative cool ness under the wire hood, the green banks of the channel sliding past, he could
hear their raucous barks.

At the base he settled WIson in the sick-bay, then sought out Dr. Bodkin and descri bed
the events of the norning, referring in passing to the voices of the iguanas. Enigmatically,
Bodki n only nodded to hinself, then remarked: "Be warned, Robert, you may hear them again."

About Hardman's escape he nmade no comment.

Kerans' catamaran was still moored across the | agoon, so he decided to spend the night in
his cabin at the testing station. There be passed a quiet afternoon, nursing a light fever in his
bunk, thinking of Hardman and his strange sout hward odyssey, and of the silt banks glow ng |ike
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I umi nous gold in the neridian sun, both forbidding and inviting, |ike the lost but forever
beckoni ng and unattai nabl e shores of the amionic paradi se.

CHAPTER 5
Descent into Deep Tine

Later that night, as Kerans lay asleep in his bunk at the testing station, the dark waters
of the | agoon outside drifting through the drowned city, the first of the dreanms came to him He
had | eft his cabin and wal ked out on to the deck, |ooking down over the rail at the black | um nous
di sc of the | agoon. Dense palls of opaque gas swirled across the sky only a few hundred feet
over head, through which he could just discern the faint glimrering outline of a gigantic sun
Booning distantly, it sent dull glows pulsing across the |agoon, nmonmentarily lighting the |ong
linmestone cliffs which had taken the place of the ring of white-faced buil di ngs.

Refl ecting these internittent flares, the deep bow of the water shone in a diffused
opal escent blur, the discharged light of nyriads of phosphorescing animalcula, congregating in
dense shoals |ike a succession of subnerged hal oes. Between themthe water was thick wth
t housands of entw ned snakes and eels, withing together in frantic tangles that tore the surface
of the I agoon.

As the great sun drummred nearer, alnost filling the sky itself, the dense vegetation al ong
the Iinestone cliffs was flung back abruptly, to reveal the black and stone-grey heads of enornous
Triassic lizards. Strutting forward to the edge of the cliffs, they began to roar together at the
sun, the noise gradually nmounting until it becane indistinguishable fromthe vol cani ¢ poundi ng of
the solar flares. Beating within himlike his own pulse, Kerans felt the powerful nesneric pull of
the baying reptiles, and stepped out into the | ake, whose waters now seened an extension of his
own bl ood stream As the dull pounding rose, he felt the barriers which divided his own cells from
t he surroundi ng medi um di ssol ving, and he swam f orwards, spreadi ng outwards across the bl ack
t huddi ng water.

He woke in the suffocating metal box of his cabin, his head splitting Iike a burst narrow,
too exhausted to open his eyes. Even as he sat on the bed, splashing his face in the | uke-warm
water fromthe jug, he could still see the vast inflaned disc of the spectral sun, still hear the
tremendous drunming of its beat. Timng them he realised that the frequency was that of his own
heartbeats, but in sone insane way the sounds were nmagnified so that they renmai ned just above the
auditory threshold, reverberating dimy off the nmetal walls and ceiling like the whispering rmurmnur
of some blind pelagic current against the hull-plates of a submarine.

The sounds seened to pursue himas he opened the cabin door and noved down the corridor to
the galley. It was shortly after 6 a.m and the testing station stirred with a faint holl owed
silence, the first flares of the false dawn illum nating the dusty reagent benches and the crates
stacked under the fan-lights in the corridor. Several tines Kerans paused and tried to shrug off
the echoes that persisted in his ears, uneasily wondering what was the real identity of his new
pursuers. H s unconscious was rapidly beconming a well-stocked pantheon of tutelary phobias and
obsessi ons, homing onto his already over-burdened psyche |ike [ost tel epaths. Sooner or later the
archetypes thensel ves woul d becone restive and start fighting each other, aninma agai nst persona,
ego against id. . . .

Then he remenbered that Beatrice Dahl had seen the sane dream and pull ed hinsel f together
He went out onto the deck and | ooked across the slack water of the |agoon at the distant spire of
the apartnent block, trying to decide whether to borrow one of the scows nobored to the jetty and
drive over to her. Having now experienced one of the dreans, he realised the courage and self-
sufficiency Beatrice had displayed, brushing off the | east show of synpat hy.

And yet Kerans knew that for some reason he had been reluctant to give Beatrice any rea
synpathy, cutting his questions about the nightnmares as short as possible and never offering her
treatment or sedative. Nor had he tried to foll ow up any of Bodkins' or Riggs' oblique renmarks
about the dreams and their danger, alnost as if he had known that he woul d soon be sharing them

and accepted themas an inevitable element of his life, like the image of his own death each of
themcarried with himin the secret places of his heart. (Logically_for what had a nore gl oony
prognosis than |ife?--every norning one should say to one's friends: 'I grieve for your

irrevocabl e death', as to anyone suffering froman incurable disease, and was the universa
om ssion of this mninal gesture of synpathy the nodel for their reluctance to discuss the
dreans?)
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Bodkin was sitting at the table in the galley when Kerans entered, placidly drinking
coffee brewing in a |large cracked sauce-pan on the stove. Hi s shrewd qui ck eyes wat ched Kerans
unobtrusively as he | owered hinmself into a chair and nassaged his forehead slowy with a febrile
hand.

"So you're one of the dreaners now, Robert. You've beheld the fata norgana of the ternina
| agoon. You look tired. Was it a deep one?

Kerans managed a rueful laugh. "Are you trying to frighten me, Alan? | wouldn't know yet,
but it felt deep enough. God, | wish | hadn't spent last night here. There are no ni ghtnmares at
the Ritz." He sipped pensively at the hot coffee. "So that's what Riggs was tal ki ng about. How
many of his nen are seeing these dreans?"

"Riggs hinmself doesn't, but at least half the others. And Beatrice Dahl, of course. |'ve
been seeing themfor a full three nonths. It's basically the same recurrent dreamin all cases."
Bodki n spoke in a slow unhurried voice, with a softer tone than his usual blunt delivery, as if
Kerans had now becone a menber of a select inner group. "You ve held out for a long tine, Robert,
it'"s quite a tribute to the strength of your preconscious filters. W were all beginning to wonder
when you'd arrive." He snmiled at Kerans. "Figuratively, of course. |'ve never discussed the dreans
with anyone. Except for Hardnman, and there, poor chap, the dreans were having him" As an
aftert hought he added: "You spotted the sun-pul se equati on? Hardman's granophone record was a pl ay-
back of his own pulse, anplified in the hope of precipitating the crisis then and there. Don't
think I sent himout into those jungles deliberately."

Kerans nodded and gazed out through the w ndow at the rounded bul k of the floating base
nmoor ed al ongside. Hi gh up on the top deck Sergeant Dal ey, the helicopter co-pilot, was standing
notionl ess by the rail, staring across the cool early norning water. Perhaps he too had just woken
fromthe sane corporate nightmare, was filling his eyes with the olive-green spectrum of the
| agoon in the forlorn expectation of erasing the burning i mage of the Triassic sun. Kerans | ooked
down at the dark shadows bel ow the table, seeing again the faint glinmer of the phosphorescing
pools. Distantly in his ears he could hear the sun drumm ng over the sunken water. As he recovered
fromhis first fears he realised that there was sonethi ng soot hing about its sounds, al nost
reassuring and encouraging like his own heartbeats. But the giant reptiles had been terrifying.

He renenbered the iguanas braying and | ungi ng across the steps of the nmuseum Just as the
di stinction between the latent and manifest contents of the dream had ceased to be valid, so had
any division between the real and the super-real in the external world. Phantons slid
i nperceptibly fromnightnare to reality and back again, the terrestrial and psychic | andscapes
were now i ndi stingui shable, as they had been at Hiroshima and Auschwi tz, Gol gotha and Conorrah.

Sceptical of the remedy, he said to Bodkin: "You'd better |end ne Hardman's al arm cl ock
Alan. O better still, renmind me to take a phenobarbitone tonight."

"Don't," Bodkin warned himfirmy. "Not unless you want the inpact doubled. Your residues
of conscious control are the only thing holding up the dam" He buttoned his cotton jacket around
his shirtless chest. "That wasn't a true dream Robert, but an ancient organic nenory mnillions of
years old."

He pointed to the ascending rimof the sun through the groves of gymospenns. "The innate
rel easi ng nechanisns laid down in your cytoplasmmllions of years ago have been awakened, the
expandi ng sun and the rising tenperature are driving you back down the spinal levels into the
drowned seas submerged beneath the | owest |ayers of your unconscious, into the entirely new zone
of the neuronic psyche. This is the lunbar transfer, total biopsychic recall. W really renenber
these swanps and | agoons. After a few nights you won't be frightened of the dreans, despite their
superficial horror. That's why Riggs has received orders for us to | eave."

"The Pel ycosaur . . . ?" Kerans asked.

Bodki n nodded. "The joke was on us. The reason they didn't take the report seriously at
Byrd was that ours wasn't the first to be reported.”

Foot st eps sounded up the conpani onway and noved briskly along the netal deck outside.

Col onel Ri ggs pushed back the doubl e swi ng doors, freshly scrubbed and breakf ast ed.

He waved his baton at them am ably, eyeing the litter of unwashed cups and his two
reclining subordinates.

"CGod, what a pig hole! Mrning to you both. W've got a busy day ahead of us so let's get
our el bows off the table. I've fixed the departure time for twelve hundred hours tonorrow, and
there'll be a final enbarkation stand-by at ten hundred. | don't want to waste any nore fuel than
| have to, so dunp everything you can overboard. You all right, Robert?”

"Perfectly," Kerans replied flatly, sitting up.

"Adad to hear it. You look a bit glassy. Right, then. If you want to borrow the cutter to
evacuate the Ritz. "
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Kerans listened to himautomatically, watching the sun as it rose magnificently behind the
gesticulating outline of the Colonel. What conpletely separated them now was the single fact that
Ri ggs had not seen the dream not felt its inmrense hallucinatory power. He was still obeying
reason and |l ogic, buzzing around his dimnished, uninportant world with his little parcels of
instructions |ike a worker bee about to return to the honme nest. After a few m nutes he ignored
the Col onel conpletely and listened to the deep sublininal drumring in his ears, half-closed his
eyes so that he could see the glinmering surface of the |ake dappl e across the dark underhang of
the table.

Opposite hi m Bodki n appeared to be doing the sane, his hands fol ded over his navel. During
how many of their recent conversations had he in fact been nmiles away?

When Riggs left, Kerans followed himto the door. "O course, Colonel, everything will be
ready in good tine. Thank you for calling."

As the cutter noved off across the |lagoon he went back to his chair. For a few nminutes the
two men stared across the table at each other, the insects outside bouncing off the wire nesh as
the sun lifted into the sky. At |ast Kerans spoke.

"Alan, I'mnot sure whether | shall be |eaving."

Wthout replying, Bodkin took out his cigarettes. He Iit one carefully, then sat back
snoking it calmy. "Do you know where we are?" he asked after a pause. "The name of this city?"
When Kerans shook his head he said: "Part of it used to be called London, not that it matters.
Curiously enough, though, | was born here. yesterday | rowed over to the old University quarter, a
mass of little creeks, actually found the |aboratory where ny father used to teach. W left here
when | was six, but | can just remenber being taken to nmeet himone day. A few hundred yards away
there was a planetarium | saw a performance once--that was before they bad to re-align the
projector. The big done is still there, about twenty feet below water. It |ooks |ike an enornous
shel |, fucus growing all over it, straight out of 'The Water Babies'. Curiously, |ooking down at
the done seened to bring ny chil dhood rmuch nearer. To tell the truth I'd nore or less forgotten it-
-at ny age all you have are the nenories of menories. After we left here our existence becane
conpletely nomadic, and in a sense this city is the only honme |I've ever known--" He broke off
abruptly, his face suddenly tired.

"Go on," Kerans said evenly.

CHAPTER 6
The Drowned Ark

The two nen noved quickly along the deck, their padded sol es soundl ess on the netal
plates. A white midnight sky hung across the dark surface of the | agoon, a few stationary clunps
of cumulus like sleeping galleons. The | ow night sounds of the jungle drifted over the water;
occasionally a narnoset gi bbered or the iguanas shrieked distantly fromtheir eyries in the
submerged office blocks. Myriads of insects festered along the water-line, nonmentarily disturbed
as the swells rolled in against the base, slapping at the canted sides of the pontoon

One by one Kerans began to cast off the restraining |ines, taking advantage of the swells
tolift the loops off the rusting bollards. As the station slowy pivoted away he | ooked up
anxi ously at the dark bul k of the base. Gradually the three nearside bl ades of the helicopter cane
into view above the top deck, then the slender tail rotor. He paused before rel easing the | ast
line, waiting for Bodkin to give the all-clear fromthe starboard bridge.

The tension on the line had doubled, and it took Kerans several mnutes to work the neta
| oop up the curving lip of the bollard, the successive swells giving hima few inches of slack as
the station tilted, followed a noment |ater by the base. Above himhe coul d hear Bodki n whispering
i mpatiently--they had swung right around into the narrow interval of water behind them and were
now face on to the lagoon, the single light in Beatrice's penthouse burning on its pylon. Then he
cleared the lip and | owered the heavy cable into the slack water three feet below, watching it
cl eave back towards the base.

Freed of its attendant burden, and with its centre of gravity raised by the helicopter on
its roof, the huge drumrolled over a full five degrees fromthe vertical, then gradually regai ned
its balance. Alight in one of the cabins went on, then flicked off again after a few noments.
Kerans sei zed the boat hook on the deck beside himas the interval of open water w dened, first to
twenty yards, then to fifty. A low current nmoved steadily through the | agoons, and would carry
them back al ong the shore to their forner nooring.

Hol ding the station off fromthe buildings they skirted, now and then crushing the soft
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fern trees sprouting through the wi ndows, they soon covered two hundred yards, slow ng as the
current dimnished around the curve, and finally |l odged in a narrow inlet about a hundred feet
square in size

Kerans | eaned over the rail, |ooking down through the dark water at the small cinema
theatre twenty feet below the surface, its flat roof luckily uncluttered by el evator-heads or fire
escapes. Waving to Bodkin on the deck above, he stepped in through the | aboratory and made his way
past the specinmen tanks and sinks to the conpani onway | eading down to the float.

Only one stop-cock had been built into the base of the float, but as he turned the
handwheel a powerful jet of cold foam ng water gushed up around his legs. By the time he returned
to the | ower deck, to make a final check of the laboratory, water was already spilling ankl e-deep
through the scuppers, sluicing anbng the sinks and benches. He quickly rel eased the nmarnoset from
its fume cupboard and pushed the bushy-tail ed mammal through one of the wi ndows. The station went
down |like an elevator, and he waded wai stdeep to the conpani onway and clinbed up to the next deck
where Bodkin was exultantly watching the wi ndows of the adjacent office blocks rise into the air.

They settled about three feet below deck level, on a flat keel with a convenient access
point by the starboard bridge. Dimy bel ow they could hear trapped air bubbling fromthe retorts
and gl assware in the laboratory, and a frothy stain spread across the water from a subnerged
wi ndow by one of the reagent benches.

Kerans wat ched the indigo bubbles fade and dissolve, thinking of the huge sem -circle of
programme charts sinking below the water as he left the |laboratory, a perfect, alnost vaudevillian
comrent on the biophysical mechani sns they sought to describe, and whi ch perhaps synbolised the
uncertainties that |ay ahead now that he and Bodkin had comrmitted t hensel ves to renai ni ng behind
They were now entering the _aqua incognita_, with only a few rul eof-thunb principles to guide
t hem

Fromthe typewiter in his cabin Kerans took a sheet of paper, pinned it firmy to the
door of the galley. Bodkin appended his signature to the nessage, and the two men went out on to
t he deck again and | owered Kerans' catamaran into the water.

Paddl i ng slowy, the outboard shipped, they glided off across the black water, soon
di sappeari ng anong the dark blue shadows al ong the edge of the |agoon

As the down-draught fromits blades fanned furiously across the sw nming pool, tearing at
the striped awning of the patio, the helicopter circled deafeningly over the penthouse, plunging
and diving as it searched for a landing point. Kerans smiled to hinself as he watched it through
the plastic vanes over the | ounge wi ndows, confident that the tottering pile of kerosene druns he
and Bodki n had pyram ded over the roof would safely deter the pilot. One or two of the druns
toppl ed down on to the patio and splashed into the pool, and the helicopter veered away and then
cane in nmore slowy, hovering steadily.

The pilot, Sergeant Dal ey, swung the fusel age around so that the hatch door faced the
| ounge wi ndows, and the hatless figure of R ggs appeared in the doorway, two of the soldiers
hol ding on to himas he bellowed into an el ectric nmegaphone.

Beatrice Dahl ran across to Kerans from her observation post at the far end of the | ounge,
cuppi ng her ears fromthe din.

"Robert, he's trying to talk to us!"

Kerans nodded, the Colonel's voice conpletely lost in the engine roar. R ggs finished and
the helicopter | eaned backwards and soared away across the | agoon, taking the noise and vibration
with it.

Kerans put his arm around Beatrice's shoul ders, the bare oiled skin snpboth under his
fingers. "Well, | think we have a pretty good i dea what he was saying."

They went out on to the patio, waving up to Bodkin who had appeared fromthe el evator-
house and was straightening the druns. Bel ow them on the opposite side of the |agoon, the upper
deck and bridge of the scuttled testing station protruded fromthe water, a flotsam of hundreds of
pi eces of old note-paper eddying away fromit. Standing by the rail, Kerans pointed to the yell ow
hull of the base noored by the Ritz in the furthest of the three central | agoons.

After a futile attenpt to re-float the station, R ggs had set off at noon as pl anned,
sending the cutter over to the apartment house where he assumed the two biol ogi sts were hiding.

Fi nding the el evator out of order, his nen had refused the alternative of a twenty-storey clinmb up
the stairway--already a few iguanas had made their hones on the | ower |andings--so Ri ggs had
finally tried to reach themw th the helicopter. Bal ked there, he was now crashing the Ritz.

"Thank God he's left,"” Beatrice said fervently. "For sone reason be really got on ny
nerves."

"You nmade that pretty plain. I'"'msurprised he didn't take a pot shot at you."
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"But, darling, he was insufferable. Al that stiff upper lip stuff and dressing for dinner
inthe jungle--a total |ack of adaptability."

"Riggs was all right,"” Kerans remarked quietly. "He'll probably get by." Now that Riggs
had gone he was aware of how dependent he had been on the Col onel's buoyancy and good hunour.
Wthout himthe norale of the unit would have disintegrated in an instant. It renmained to be seen
whet her Kerans coul d i mbue his own little trio with the sane degree of confidence and sense of
purpose. Certainly it was up to himto be the | eader; Bodkin was too old, Beatrice too self-

i mer sed.

Kerans gl anced at the thernp-alarmhe wore next to his wistwatch. It was after 3-30, but
the tenperature was still a hundred and ten degrees, the sun beating against his skin like a fist.
They joi ned Bodkin and went into the | ounge.

Resuming the action conference interrupted by the helicopter, Kerans said: "You' ve got
about a thousand gallons left in the roof tank, Bea, enough for three nonths--or let's say tw as
we can expect it to get a lot hotter--and | recomend you to cl ose down the rest of the apartnment
and nmove into here. You're on the north side of the patio so the el evator-house will protect you
fromthe heavy rains when they come in on the southerly storns. Ten to one the shutters and air-
seal s along the bedroomwalls will be breached. Wat about food, Alan? How long will the stocks in
the deep freeze | ast?"

Bodkin pulled a distasteful face. 'Wll, as nost of the |lanbs' tongues in aspic have been
eaten they now consist chiefly of bully beef, so you could say 'indefinitely' . However, if you're
actually planning to eat the stuff--six nonths. But 1'd prefer iguana.”

"No doubt the iguana would prefer us. Al right then, that seens pretty fair. Alan will be
over in the station until the level rises, and I'll be holding out at the Ritz. Anything el se?"

Beatrice wandered away around the sofa towards the bar. "Yes, darling. Shut up. You're
begi nning to sound like Riggs. The mlitary manner doesn't suit you."

Kerans threw her a nock salute and strolled over to | ook at the painting by Ernst at the
far end of the | ounge, while Bodkin gazed down at the jungle through the wi ndow. Myre and nore the
two scenes were comng to resenble each other, and in turn the third ni ghtscape each of them
carried within his mnd. They never discussed their dreans, the common zone of twlight where they
noved at night |like the phantons in the Del vaux painting.

Beatrice had sat down in the sofa with her back to him and shrewdly Kerans guessed t hat
the present unity of the group would not be |ong raintained. Beatrice was right; the mlitary
manner did not suit him his personality was too passive and introverted, too self-centred. Mre
i nportant, though, they were entering a new zone, where the usual obligations and all egi ances
ceased to operate. Now that they had nade their decision the bonds between them had al ready begun
to fade, and it was not sinply for reasons of convenience that they would live apart. Mich as he
needed Beatrice Dahl, her personality intruded upon the absolute freedomhe required for hinself.
By and | arge, each of themwould have to pursue his or her own pathway through the tine jungles,
mark their own points of no return. Although they nmight see one another occasionally, around the
| agoons or at the testing station, their only true neeting ground would be in their dreans.

CHAPTER 7
Carnival of Alligators

Split by an inmense roar, the early norning silence over the | agoon shattered abruptly,
and a trenendous blare of noise battered past the wi ndows of the hotel suite. Wth an effort
Kerans pulled his reluctant body fromhis bed and stunbl ed across the books scattered on the
floor. He kicked back the nmesh door on to the balcony in tine to see a huge white-hulled
hydr opl ane speed by around the lagoon, its two | ong stepped pl anes cl eaving perfect slices of
glittering spray. As the heavy wash sl apped agai nst the wall of the hotel, breaking up the
col oni es of water spiders and disturbing the bats nesting anong the rotting | ogs, he caught a
glinpse of a tall, broad-shouldered man in the cockpit, wearing a white hel nmet and jerkin,
standi ng upright at the controls.

He drove the hydroplane with an easy nonchal ant swagger, accelerating the two powerfu
propellor turbines nmounted in front of himas the craft hit the broad swells across the |agoon, so
that it plunged and dived Iike a power-boat westling through giant rollers, throwing up gal es of
rai nbowi ng spray. The man rolled with the surging notion of the craft, his long | egs supple and
rel axed, like a charioteer conpletely in conmand of a spirited team

Hi dden by the cal amtes which now spilled across the balcony--the effort of cutting them

file:/lIF|/rah/J.%20G.%20Ballard/Ballard,%20J...0-%20B0o0ok%201%20-%20The%20Drowned%20World.txt (31 of 69) [2/4/03 10:34:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/J.%20G.%20Ballard/Bal lard,%6203%20G%20-%20B 00k %201%20-%20T he%20Drowned%20Worl d.txt

back had | ong seened pointless--Kerans wat ched hi m unobserved. As the craft sped by on its second
circuit, Kerans had a glinpse of a rakish profile, bright eyes and teeth, an expression of
exhi | arat ed conquest.

The silver studs of a cartridge belt flashed around his waist, and when he reached the far
side of the lagoon there was a series of short explosions. Signal shells burst over the water into
ragged red unbrellas, the fragnents spitting down across the shore.

In a final lunge of energy, its engines screaning, the hydroplane swerved out of the
| agoon and gunned away down the canal to the next lagoon, its wash thrashing at the foliage.

Kerans gripped the balcony rail, watching the disturbed restless water of the [agoon trying to re-
settle itself, the giant cryptograns and scale trees along the shore tossed and flurried by the
still surging air. Athin pall of red vapour drifted away to the north, fading with the

di m ni shi ng sounds of the hydroplane. The violent irruption of noise and energy, and the arriva
of this strange white-suited figure, nonmentarily disconcerted Kerans, jerking himroughly fromhis
| assitude and torpor.

In the six weeks since Riggs' departure he had lived al nost alone in his penthouse suite
at the hotel, inmersing hinself nore and nore deeply in the silent world of the surrounding
jungle. The continued increase in temperature--the thernp-alarmon the bal cony now registered a
noon hi gh of one hundred and thirty degrees--and the enervating humdity nade it al nbst inpossible
to |l eave the hotel after ten o'clock in the nmorning; the | agoons and the jungle were filled with
fire until four o'clock, by then he was usually too tired to do anything but return to bed.

Al'l day he sat by the shuttered wi ndows of the suite, listening fromthe shadows to the
shifting novenent of the mesh cage, as it expanded and contracted in the heat. Already many of the
bui |l di ngs around the | agoon had di sappeared beneath the proliferating vegetation; huge club nosses
and calamtes blotted out the white rectangul ar faces, shading the lizards in their w ndow | airs.

Beyond the | agoon the endless tides of silt had begun to accunmulate in enornmous glittering
banks, here and there over-topping the shoreline, like the inmense tippings of sonme distant gol d-
nmine. The light drummed agai nst his brain, bathing the subnerged | evels bel ow his consci ousness,
carrying himdownwards into warm pellucid depths where the nonminal realities of tinme and space
ceased to exist. Cuided by his dreanms, he was novi ng backwards through the energent past, through
a succession of ever stranger |andscapes, centred upon the | agoon, each of which, as Bodkin had
said, seened to represent one of his own spinal levels. At tines the circle of water was spectral
and vibrant, at others slack and nurky, the shore apparently fornmed of shale, |ike the dul
metallic skin of a reptile. Yet again the soft beaches would glow invitingly with a glossy carm ne
sheen, the sky warmand |inpid, the enptiness of the long stretches of sand total and absol ute,
filling himw th an exquisite and tender angui sh.

He longed for this descent through archaeopsychic tine to reach its conclusion, repressing
the know edge that when it did the external world around hi mwuld have becone alien and
unbear abl e.

Sonmetimes he restlessly nade a few entries in his botanical diary about the new pl ant
forms, and during the first weeks called several tinmes on Dr. Bodkin and Beatrice Dahl. But both
were increasingly preoccupied with their own descents through total time. Bodkin bad becone | ost
in his private reverie, punting aimessly around the narrow creeks in search for the subnerged
worl d of his childhood. Once Kerans cane across himresting on an oar in the stern of his smal
met al scow and gazing vacantly at the unyielding buildings around him He had stared strai ght
t hrough Kerans, failing to acknow edge his call.

However, with Beatrice, despite their superficial estrangement, there was an intact
underlying union, a tacit awareness of their symbolic roles.

More signal shells burst over the distal |agoon, containing the station and Beatrice's
apart ment house, and Kerans shielded his eyes as the bright fire-balls studded the sky. A few
seconds later, several mles away anong the silt banks to the south, there was a series of
answering bursts, faint puffs that soon di spersed.

So the stranger driving the hydropl ane was not alone. At the prospect of this inmnent
i nvasi on Kerans pulled hinself together. The distance separating the answering signals was w de
enough to indicate that there was nore than one group, and that the hydropl ane was nerely a scout
vehi cl e.

Seal ing the mesh door behind him he stepped back into the suite, pulling his jacket off
the chair. Qut of habit he went into the bathroomand stood in front of the mirror, absently
feeling the week-old stubble on his face. The hair was white as pearl, and with his ebony tan and
i ntrospective eyes gave himthe appearance of a refined beachconber. A bucket-full of dingy water
had | eaked in fromthe wecked still on the roof, and he scooped some out and splashed his face, a
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token toilet perforned, as far as he could see, solely out of habit.

Using the metal -ti pped boathook to drive away two small iguanas idling on the jetty, he
slid the catanmaran into the water and cast off, the little outboard carrying himsteadily through
the sluggish swells. Huge clunps of algae stirred below the craft, and stick-beetle and water
spi der raced around its prows. It was a few minutes after seven o' clock, and the tenperature was
only eighty degrees, conparatively cool and pleasant, the air free of the enornous clouds of
nosqui to which would [ater be roused fromtheir nests by the heat.

As he navi gated the hundred-yard-1ong creek |leading into the southern | agoon, nore signal
rockets were expl odi ng overhead, and he coul d hear the hydropl ane zoom ng to and fro, occasionally
glinpse the white-suited figure at its controls as it flashed past. Kerans cut the outboard at the
entrance to the | agoon and glided quietly through the overhanging fern fronds, watching for water
snakes disturbed fromthe branches by the surging wash.

Twenty-five yards along the shore he berthed the catamaran anmpbng the horse-tails grow ng
on the shelving roof of a departnent store, waded up the sloping concrete to a fire escape on the
side of the adjacent building. He clinbed the five storeys to the flat rooftop and | ay down behind
a | ow pedi nent, glancing up at the nearby bul k of Beatrice's apartnent house.

The hydropl ane was circling noisily by an inlet on the far side of the | agoon, the driver
pl unging it backwards and forwards |i ke a horseman reining his steed. Mre flares were going up
sonme only a quarter of a nmile away. As he watched Kerans noticed a | ow but mounting roar, a harsh
ani mal sound not unlike that emitted by the iguanas. It drew nearer, mingled with the drone of
engi nes, followed by the noise of vegetation being torn and buffeted. Sure enough, along the
course followed by the inlet, the huge fern trees and calamtes were flung down one after the
other, their branches waving as they fell |ike vanqui shed standards. The whol e jungl e was being
torn apart. Droves of bats erupted into the air and scattered frantically across the lagoon, their
screechi ng masked by the accel erating turbines of the hydropl ane and the expl odi ng star-shells.

Abruptly, the water in the nmouth of the inlet rose several feet into the air, what seened
to be an enornous | og-jamcrushed down it, tearing the vegetati on away, and burst out into the
| agoon. A miniature niagara of foam ng water cascaded outwards, inpelled by the pressure of the
tidal bore behind it, on which rode several square black-hulled craft simlar to Colonel Riggs
cutter, paint peeling fromthe giant dragon eyes and teeth slashed across their bows. Manned by a
dozen dusky-skinned figures in white shorts and singlets, the scows jockeyed out towards the
centre of the lagoon, the last of the star-shells still going up fromtheir decks in the genera
mel ee and excitenent.

Hal f - deaf ened by the noi se, Kerans stared down at the vast swarm of |ong brown forns
swi mm ng powerfully through the seething water, their nassive tails lashing the foam By far the
| argest alligators he had seen, many of them over twenty-five feet long, they jostled together
ferociously as they fought their way into the clear water, churning in a pack around the now
stationary hydropl ane. The white-suited nan was standing in the open hatchway, hands on hips,
gazing exultantly at this reptilian brood. He waved lazily at the crews of the three scows, then
gestured in a wide circle at the lagoon, indicating that they would anchor there.

As his negro lieutenants re-started their engines and drifted off towards the bank, he
surveyed the surrounding buildings with a critical eye, his strong face raised alnbst jauntily to
one side. The alligators congregated |ike hounds around their naster, the wheeling cries of the
dense cloud of sentinel birds overhead, nile plover and stone curlew, piercing the norning air
More and nmore of the alligators joined the pack, cruising shoulder to shoulder in a clockw se
spiral, until at least two thousand were present, a massive group incarnation of reptilian evil.

Wth a shout, the pilot swung back to his controls, the two thousand snouts lifting in
recognition. The propellors kicked into life and lifted the hydropl ane forward across the water
Its sharp planes ploughing straight across the hapless creatures in their path, it drove away
towards the conmunicating creek into the next |agoon, the great mass of alligators surging al ong
behind it. A few detached thensel ves and cruised off in pairs around the | agoon, ferreting anong
the submerged wi ndows and driving off the iguanas who had cone out to watch. Others glided anbng
the buil dings and took up their positions on the barely covered rooftops. Behind them in the
centre of the |lagoon, the beaten water churned uneasily, occasionally throwing up the snowwhite
belly of a dead alligator crushed by the hydropl ane.

As the advanci ng arnada headed towards the creek on his left, Kerans scranbled down the
fire escape and spl ashed down the sloping roof to the catamaran. Before he could reach it the
heavy wash set up by the hydropl ane had rocked the craft adrift, and it floated off into the
oncom ng mass. Wthin a few seconds it was engul fed, up-ended by the press of alligators fighting
to get into the creek and cut to pieces in their snapping jaws.

A large caiman bringing up the rear spotted Kerans wai st-deep anpbng the horse-tails and
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veered towards him its eyes steadying. Its rough scaly back and the crest along its tail flexed
powerfully as it surged through the water. Quickly Kerans retreated up the slope, slipping once to
hi s shoul ders, reached the fire escape as the cainman | unbered out of the shallows on its short
hooked | egs and | unged at his |eaping feet.

Panting, Kerans |eaned on the rail, |ooking down at the cold unblinking eyes which
regarded hi m di spassi onately.

"You're a well-trained watchdog," he told it ungrudgingly. He eased a | oose brick fromthe
wal | and | aunched it with both hands at the knob on the end of the caiman's snout, grinning as it
bel | owed and backed off, snapping irritably at the horse-tails and a few drifting spars of the
cat amar an.

After half an hour, and a few minor duels with the retreating i guanas, he managed to cross
the intervening two hundred yards of shoreline and reach Beatrice's apartment house. She net him
as he stepped out of the elevator, w de-eyed with al arm

"Robert, what's happeni ng?" She put her hands on his shoul ders and pressed her head
agai nst his danp shirt. "Have you seen the alligators? There are thousands of them"

" Seen_ them -1 was damm nearly eaten by one on your doorstep." Kerans rel eased hinself
and hurried over to the wi ndow, pushed back the plastic vanes. The hydropl ane had entered the
central lagoon and was circling it at speed, the shoal of alligators following in its wake, those
at the tail breaking off to station thenselves at points around the shore. At least thirty or
forty had remained in the | agoon bel ow, and were cruising about slowy in snall patrols,
occasional ly swerving on a carel ess iguana.

"Those devilish things nust be their watch-guards,
tarantul as. Nothing better, when you cone to think of it."

Beatrice stood beside him nervously fingering the collar of the jade silk shirt she wore
over her black swinmsuit. Although the apartnent was beginning to | ook ranmshackl e and untidy,
Beatrice continued to tend her own appearance devotedly. On the few occasi ons when Kerans called
she woul d be sitting on the patio or before a mirror in her bedroom automatically applying
endl ess | ayers of patina like a blind painter forever retouching a portrait he can barely remenber
for fear that otherwise he will forget it conpletely. Her hair was always dressed i nmacul ately,
the make-up on her mouth and eyes exquisitely applied, but her w thdrawn, isolated gaze gave her
t he waxen, glacé beauty of an inani mate mannequin. At |ast, however, she had been roused.

"But who are they, Robert? That nman in the speed-boat frightens nme. | wish Col onel Riggs
was here."

"He'll be a thousand niles away by now, if he hasn't already reached Byrd. Don't worry,
Bea. They may look a piratical crew, but there's nothing we can give them"

Kerans deci ded. "Like a tame troupe of

A large three-decker paddl e-boat, paddles set fore and aft, had entered the |agoon, and
was slowy noving over to the three scows drawn up a few yards from where R ggs' base had been
moored. It was | oaded with gear and cargo, decks cranmed with | arge bal es and canvas- swat hed
machi nery, so that there was only six inches of freeboard am dships.

Kerans guessed that this was the group's depot ship, and that they were engaged, |ike npst
of the other freebooters still wandering through the Equatorial |agoons and archi pel agoes, in
pillaging the drowned cities, reclaimng the heavy specialised nachinery such as electrical power
generators and sw tchgear that had been perforce abandoned by the government. Nominally such
| ooting was highly penalised, but in fact the authorities were only too eager to Payagenerous
price for any sal vage.

"Look!"

Beatrice gripped Kerans' el bow. She pointed down at the testing station, where the
runpl ed, shaggy-haired figure of Dr. Bodkin stood on the roof, waving siowy at the nmen on the
bridge of the paddl e-boat. One of them a bare-chested negro in white slacks and a white peaked
cap, began to shout back through a hailer

Kerans shrugged. "Alan's right. W' ve everything to gain by showi ng ourselves. If we help
themthey'll soon push off and | eave us al one.”

Beatrice hesitated, but Kerans took her arm The hydroplane, now free of its entourage,
was crossing the central |agoon on its return, leaping lightly through the water on a beautifu
wake of foam

"Come on, if we get down to the jetty in tine he'll probably give us a lift."

CHAPTER 8
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The Man with the White Snile

Hi s handsonme saturnine face regarding themwith a nixture of suspicion and anused
contenpt, Strangman | ounged back under the cool awning that shaded the poop deck of the depot
shi p. He had changed into a crisp white suit, the silk-like surface of which reflected the gilt
pl ate of his high-backed Renai ssance throne, presumably dredged from sone Venetian or Florentine
| agoon, and invested his strange personality with an al nost magi cal aura.

"“Your notives seem so conplex, Doctor," he remarked to Kerans. "But perhaps you've given
up hope of understanding them yourself. W shall |abel themthe total beach syndrone and | eave it
at that.

He snapped his fingers at the steward standing in the shadows behi nd hi mand sel ected an
olive fromthe tray of small chow Beatrice, Kerans and Bodkin sat in a sem-circle on the | ow
couches, alternately chilled and roasted as the erratic air-conditioner above themvaried its
perimeter. Qutside, half an hour before noon, the |lagoon was a bow of fire, the scattered |ight
al nrost nasking the tall apartnent house on the opposite bank. The jungle was notionless in the
i mense heat, the alligators hiding in whatever shade they could find.

Nonet hel ess several of Strangman's nen were nessing about in one of the scows, unloading
sonme heavy diving equi pnent under the direction of a huge hunchbacked negro in a pair of green
cotton shorts. A giant grotesque parody of a human bei ng, now and then he took off his eye-patch
to bell ow abuse at them and the mingled grunts and curses drifted across the steamng air.

"But tell ne, Doctor," Strangnman pressed, apparently dissatisfied with Kerans' answers,
"when do you finally propose to | eave?"

Kerans hesitated, wondering whether to invent a date. After waiting an hour for Strangman
to change, he had offered their greetings to himand tried to explain why they were still there.
However, Strangman seened unable to take the explanation seriously, swi nging abruptly from
anmusenent at their naivety to sharp suspicion. Kerans watched himcarefully, reluctant to nake
even the snmallest fal se nove. Whatever his real identity, Strangman was no ordi nary freebooter. A
curious air of nenace pervaded the depot ship, its crew and their master. Strangman in particul ar,
with his white snmiling face, its cruel lines sharpening |like arrows when he grinned, disturbed
Ker ans.

"W haven't really considered the possibility," Kerans said. "I think we all hope to stay
on indefinitely. W have snall stocks of supplies.”

"But ny dear nan," Strangnman renonstrated, "the tenperature will soon be up to nearly two
hundred degrees. The entire planet is rapidly returning to the Mesozoic Period."

"Precisely,"” Dr. Bodkin cut in, rousing himself for a noment fromhis introspection. "And
i nsofar as we are part of the planet, a piece of the main, we too are returning. This is our zone
of transit, here we are re-assinmlating our own biological pasts. That's why we have chosen to
remain here. There is no ulterior notive, Strangnman."

"Of course not, Doctor, | conpletely respect your sincerity." Shifts of npod seened to
cross and re-cross Strangman's face, making himlook in turn irritable, am able, bored and
abstracted. He listened to an air-line punmping fromthe scow, then asked: "Dr. Bodkin, did you
live in London as a child? You nust have many sentinental menories to recapture, of the great
pal aces and nuseuns." He added: "Or are the only nenories you have pre-uterine ones?"

Kerans | ooked up, surprised at the ease with which Strangman had mastered Bodkin's jargon
He noticed that Strangman was not only watching Bodkin shrewdly, but also waiting for any reaction
from himsel f and Beatri ce.

But Bodkin gestured vaguely. "No, I'mafraid | remenber nothing. The inmediate past is of
no interest to ne."
"What a pity," Strangman rejoined archly. "The trouble with you people is that you've been

here for thirty mllion years and your perspectives are all wong. You mss so nuch of the
transitory beauty of life. |I'mfascinated by the i mmedi ate past--the treasures of the Triassic
conmpare pretty unfavourably with those of the closing years of the Second MIIennium?"

He | eaned around on one el bow and snmiled at Beatrice, who sat with her hands discreetly
covering her bare knees, like a npbuse observing a particularly fine cat. "And what about you, M ss
Dahl ? You look a little nmelancholy. A touch of tine-sickness, perhaps? The chronocl asm ¢ bends?"
He chuckl ed, anused by this sally, and Beatrice said quietly:

"We're usually rather tired here, M. Strangman. By the way, | don't |ike your
alligators."

"They won't hurt you." Strangnman | eaned back and surveyed the trio. "It's all very
" Over his shoul der he rapped a short command at the steward, then sat frowning to

st range.
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hi nsel f. Kerans realised that the skin of his face and hands was uncannily white, devoid
al t oget her of any pignentation. Kerans' heavy sunburn, like that of Beatrice and Dr. Bodkin, made
himvirtually indistinguishable fromthe renai nder of the negro crew, and the subtle distinctions
bet ween the mul attos and quadroons had vani shed. Strangman al one retai ned his original paleness,
the effect enphasised by the white suit he had chosen
The bare-chested negro in the peaked cap appeared, sweat rilling across his powerful
nmuscl es. He was about six feet in height, but the rolling breadth of his shoul ders made hi m seem
stocky and conpact. H s manner was deferential and observant, and Kerans wondered how Strangnan
managed to maintain his authority over the crew, and why they accepted his harsh, callous tone.
Strangnman introduced the negro curtly. "This is the Admiral, my chief whip. If I'mnot
around when you want ne, deal with him" He stood up, stepping down fromthe dais. "Before you
| eave, let me take you on a brief tour of nmy treasure ship." He extended an armgallantly to
Beatrice, who took it tinmorously, his eyes glinting and rapaci ous.

At one tine, Kerans surm sed, the depot ship had been a ganbling steaner and floating vice
den, noored beyond the five-nmile linit outside Messina or Beirut, or in the shelter of sone
estuarine creek under the biander, nore tolerant skies south of the equator. As they left the deck
a squad of men were | owering an ancient ornamental gangway to the water's edge, its bannisters of
peeling gilt shaded by a white cl apboard marquee painted with gold tassels and drapery, creaking
about on its pulleys like a funicular gazebo. The interior of the ship was decorated in a simlar
pasti che baroque. The bar, now dark and closed, at the forward end of the observation deck was
like the stern castle of a cerenonial galleon, naked gilt carytids supporting its portico. Sem -
colums of fake marble forned little |loggias that led away to the private al coves and dini ng
roonms, while the divided central stairway was a bad filmset of Versailles, an aerial riot of
dusty cupids and candel abra, the griny brass overlayed with mould and verdigris.

But the former roulette wheels and chemin de fer tables had gone, and the scarred parquet
flooring was covered with a nass of crates and cartons, piled up against the wire nmesh wi ndows so
that only a faint reflection of the light outsi de seeped through. Everything was well packed and
seal ed, but on an ol d nmahogany chart table in one corner Kerans saw a collection of bronze and
marbl e |linbs and torsos, fragnents of statuary waiting to be sorted.

Strangman paused at the bottom of the staircase, tearing off a strip of fading tenpera
fromone of the nurals. "The place is falling to bits. Hardly up to the standard of the Ritz,
Doctor. | envy your good sense."

Kerans shrugged. "It's a lowrent area now." He waited as Strangman unl ocked a door, and
they entered the nain storehold, a dimstifling cavern packed with | arge wooden crates, the fl oor
strewn with sawdust. They were no longer in the refrigerated section of the ship, and the Admral
and anot her sailor followed themclosely, continually hosing themwth ice-cold air froma faucet
on the wall. Strangman snapped his fingers and the Admral quickly began to pull away the canvas
wr appi ngs draped between the crates.

In the thin Iight Kerans could just see the glimrering outline of a huge ornanented
altarpiece at the far end of the hold, fitted with el aborate scroll-wrk and towering dol phin
candel abra, topped by a neo-cl assical prosceni um which woul d have covered a small house. Next to
it stood a dozen pieces of statuary, nostly of the | ate Renai ssance, stacks of heavy gilt franes
propped agai nst them Beyond these were several snaller altarpieces and triptyches, an intact
puipit in panelled gold, three |large equestrian statues, a few strands of sea-weed still entw ned
in the horses' manes, several pairs of enornous cathedral doors, enbossed in gold and silver, and
a large tiered narble fountain. The metal shelves around the side of the hold were | oaded with
smal ler bric a brac: votive urns, goblets, shields and salvers, pieces of decorative arnour,
cerenoni al inkstands and the |ike.

Still holding Beatrice's arm Strangman gestured expansively a few yards ahead. Kerans
heard himsay 'Sistine Chapel' and ' Medici Tonb' but Bodkin nuttered: "Aesthetically, npbst of this
i s rubbish, picked for the gold content alone. Yet there's not nmuch of that. What is the man up
to?"

Kerans nodded, watching Strangman in his white suit, the barel egged Beatrice beside him
Suddenly he remenbered the Del vaux painting, with its tuxedoed skel etons. Strangman's chal k-white

face was like a skull, and he had sonething of the skeleton's jauntiness. For no reason he began
to feel an intense distaste for the man, his hostility nore generalised than personal

"Well, Kerans, what do you think of thenP" Strangman pivoted at one end of the aisle and
swung back, barking at the Adnmiral to cover the exhibits again. "lnpressed, Doctor?"

Kerans managed to take his eyes off Strangman's face and glanced at the looted relics.
"They're like bones," he said flatly.
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Baf f|l ed, Strangman shook his head. "Bones? What on earth are you tal king about? Kerans,
you're insane! Bones, Good Cod!"

As he let out a martyred groan, the Admral took up the refrain, first saying the word
quietly to hinself as if examining a strange object, then repeating it nore and nore rapidly in a
sort of nervous release, his broad face gibbering with laughter. The other sailor joined in, and
toget her they began to chant it out, convulsed over the fire hose |ike snake dancers.

"Bones! Yes, man, demi s all bones! Dem bones dem bones dem. . . !"

Strangman wat ched them angrily, the muscles of his face | ocking and unl ocking like
manacl es. Disgusted with this display of rudeness and bad tenper, Kerans turned to | eave the hol d.
I n annoyance Strangnman rushed after him pressed the palmof his hand in Kerans' back and
propell ed himalong the aisle out of the hold.

Five minutes later, as they drove off in one of the scows, the Adnmiral and half a dozen
other menmbers of the crewlined the rail, still chanting and dancing. Strangnan had regai ned his
hunour, and stood coolly in his white suit, detached fromthe others, Waving ironically.

CHAPTER 9
The Pool of Thanatos

During the next two weeks, as the southern horizon becane increasingly darkened by the
approachi ng rain-clouds, Kerans saw Strangman frequently. Usually he would be driving his
hydropl ane at speed around the | agoons, his white | ounge suit exchanged for overalls and hel net,
supervi sing the work of the salvage teanms. One scow, with six nen, was working in each of the
three | agoons, the divers nethodically exploring the sunken buildings. Cccasionally the placid
routi nes of descent and punp would be interrupted by the sounds of rifle fire as an alligator
venturing too near the divers was despatched.

Sitting in the darkness in his hotel suite, Kerans was far away fromthe | agoon, content
to let Strangman dive for his loot as long as he would soon | eave. Mdre and nore the dreans had
begun to encroach on his waking life, his conscious nmnd becom ng increasingly drai ned and
wi thdrawn. The single plane of tine on which Strangman and his nmen existed seened so transparent
as to have a negligible claimto reality. Now and then, when Strangman cane to call on him he
woul d emerge for a few mnutes on to this tenuous plane, but the real centre of his consciousness
was el sewhere

Curiously, after his initial irritation, Strangman had devel oped a sneaking |iking for
Kerans. The biologist's quiet, angular mnd was a perfect target for Strangman's dry hunour. At
tinmes he would subtly minic Kerans, earnestly taking his armduring one of their dial ogues and
saying in a pious voice: "You know, Kerans, |leaving the sea two hundred million years ago nmay have
been a deep trauna from which we've never recovered. "

On anot her occasion he sent two of his nmen over in a skiff to the I agoon; on one of the
| argest buil dings on the opposite bank they painted in letters thirty feet high

TI ME ZONE

Kerans took this banter in good part, ignoring it when the divers' |ack of success nade it
nore severe. Sinking backwards through the past, he waited patiently for the com ng of the rain

It was after the diving party arranged by Strangman that Kerans first realised the true
nature of his fear of the man

Cstensibly the party had been devised by Strangman as a social function to bring the three
exiles together. In his laconic, off-hand way Strangman had begun to lay siege to Beatrice,
deliberately cultivating Kerans as a neans of securing an easy entree to her apartnent. Wien he
di scovered that the nmenbers of the trio rarely saw each other he evidently decided on an
al ternative approach, bribing Kerans and Bodkin with the prom se of his well-stocked cuisine and
cellar. Beatrice, however, always refused these invitations to |uncheon and m dni ght breakfast--
Strangnman and his entourage of alligators and one-eyed nulattos still frightened her--and the
parties were invariably cancell ed.

But the real reason for his '"diving gala' was nore practical. For sone tinme he had noticed
Bodki n punting around the creeks of the former university quarter--often the old man, much to his
anusenment, would be trailed around the narrow canals by one of the dragon-eyed scows, nmanned by
the Admral or Big Caesar and canouflaged with fern fronds, like a | ost carnival float--and
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attributing his own notives to others, assuned that Bodkin was searching for sone | ong-buried
treasure. The focus of his suspicions finally becane fixed on the submerged planetarium the one
underwat er building to which there was easy access. Strangman posted a permanent guard over the
little | ake, some two hundred yards to the south of the central |agoon, which contained the

pl anetari um but when Bodkin failed to appear at the dead of night in flippers and aqual ung
Strangman | ost patience and decided to anticipate him

"We'l | pick you up at seven tonorrow norning," he told Kerans. "Chanpagne cocktails, cold
buffet, we'll really find out what ol d Bodkin has got hi dden down there."

"I can tell you, Strangman. Just his |lost nmenories. They're worth all the treasure in the
world to him"

But Strangman had |l et out a peal of sceptical |aughter, roared away in the hydropl ane and
| eft Kerans hanging helplessly to the switchbacldng jetty.

Promptly at seven the next norning the Adnmiral had come for him They collected Beatrice
and Dr. Bodkin and then repaired to the depot ship, where Strangman was conpleting his
preparations for the dive. A second scow was filled with diving equi pnent--both aqualung and suit--
punps and a tel ephone. A diving cage hung fromthe davit, but Strangman assured themthat the |ake
was free of iguanas and alligators and there was no need to renmain in the cage underwater.

Kerans was sceptical of this, but for once Strangman was as good as his word. The | ake had
been cl eared conpletely. Heavy steel grilles had been lowered into the water at the submerged
entrances, and armed guards sat w th harpoons and shotguns astride the boons. As they entered the
| ake and noored agai nst a shaded wat ersi de bal cony on the eastern side the last of a series of
grenades was being tossed into the water, the sharp pul sing expl osions spewing up a flotsam of
stunned eels, shrinp and somasteroids, which were pronptly raked away to one side.

The caul dron of subnerged foam di spersed and cl eared, and fromtheir seats by the rai
t hey | ooked down at the wi de doned roof of the planetarium weathed in strands of fucus, as
Bodkin had said |like a giant shell-palace froma childhood fairy tale. The circular fan |light at
the apex of the dome was covered by a retractable netal screen, and an attenpt had been made to
lift one of the sections, but to Strangman's chagrin they had |Iong since rusted into place. The
mai n entrance of the donme was at the original street level, too far down to be visible, but a
prelim nary reconnai ssance had reveal ed that they would be able to enter without difficulty.

As the sunlight rose across the water Kerans gazed down into the green translucent depths,
at the warmamionic jelly through which he swamin his dreams. He remenbered that despite its
uni versal superabundance he had not fully imersed hinself in the sea for ten years, and nentally
recapitul ated the notions of the sl ow breaststroke that carried himthrough the water while he
sl ept.

Three feet bel ow the surface a snall al bino python swam past, searching for a way out of
the encl osure. Watching its strong head swerve and dart as it evaded the harpoons, Kerans felt a
nmomentary reluctance to entrust hinself to the deep water. On the other side of the |ake, behind
one of the steel grilles, a large estuarine crocodile was westling with a group of sailors trying
to drive it off. Big Caesar, his great legs clanped to the narrow sill of the boom kicked
savagel y at the anphi bi an, which snapped and | unged at the spears and boat hooks. Over thirty feet
long, it was well over ninety years old, and nmeasured six or seven feet in chest dianmeter. Its
snowwhi t e under-belly remnmi nded Kerans that he had seen a curiously |arge nunber of al bino snakes
and |izards since Strangman's arrival, appearing fromthe jungle as if attracted by his presence
There had even been a few al bi no i guanas. One had sat on his jetty the previous norning, watching
himlike an al abaster lizard, and he had automatically assuned that it bore a nessage from
St rangman.

Kerans | ooked up at Strangnman, who stood in his white suit in the bows of the vessel
wat chi ng expectantly as the crocodile thrashed and sl anmed against the grille, alnost toppling the
giant negro into the water. Strangman's synpathies were all too obviously with the crocodile, but
not for any reasons of sportsmanship or froma sadistic desire to see one of his principa
lieutenants gored and kill ed.

Finally, am d a confusion of shouts and curses, a shotgun was passed to Big Caesar, who
steadi ed hinsel f and di scharged both barrels into the hapless crocodile below his feet. Wth a
bell ow of pain, it backed away into the shallows, its tail snmacking the water

Beatrice and Kerans | ooked away, waiting for the coup de grace to be adm ni stered, and
Strangman swarmed along the rail in front of them eager for a better vantage point.

"When they're trapped or dying they smack the water as an alarmsignal to each other." He
put a forefinger on Beatrice's cheek, as if trying to nake her face the spectacle. "Don't | ook so
di sgusted. Kerans! Damm it, show nore synpathy for the beast. They've existed for a hundred
mllion years, they're anong the ol dest creatures on the planet."
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After the animal had been di spatched he still stood elatedly by the rail, bouncing on the
balls of his feet, as if hoping that it would resuscitate itself and make a come-back. Only when
the decapitated head was hoi sted away on the end of a boathook did he turn with a spasm of
irritation to the business of the dive.

Under the supervision of the Admiral, two of the crew nade a prelimnary dive in
aqual ungs. They clinbed down the netal |adder into the water and glided away towards the sl oping
curve of the done. They examined the fanlight, then tested the senicircular ribs of the building,
pul l'i ng thensel ves across the done by the cracks in the surface. After their return a third sailor
descended, with suit and line. He clunped slowy across the cloudy floor of the street below the
thin light reflected off his helmet and shoul ders. As the |lines wound out, he entered the main
doorway and di sappeared from vi ew, commruni cating by tel ephone with the Admral, who sang out his

commentary for all to hear in a rich fruity baritone. "in de pay-box. . . . nowin de nmain |ounge.
Jono says de seats in de church, Captain Strang', but de altar gone.”
Everyone was | eaning over the rail, waiting for Jonpb to reappear, but Strangman was

sl unped back noodily in his chair, face clanped in one hand.

"Church!" he snorted derisively. "God! Send soneone el se down. Jonp's a bl oody fool."

"Yes, Captain."

More divers descended, and the first chanpagne cocktails were brought round by the
steward. Intending to dive hinself, Kerans sipped lightly at the heady effervescence

Beatrice touched his el bow, her face watchful. "Are you goi ng down, Robert?"

Kerans snmiled. "To the basenent, Bea. Don't worry, I'll use the big suit, it's perfectly
safe.™
"I wasn't thinking of that." She | ooked up at the expanding ellipse of the sun just
vi sible over the rooftop behind them The olive-green light refracted through the heavy fern
fronds filled the |ake with a yellow, swanpy miasma, drifting over the surface |ike vapour off a
vat. A few nonments earlier the water had seemed cool and inviting, but now had becone a cl osed
world, the barrier of the surface |ike a plane between two di nensions. The diving cage was swung
out and lowered into the water, its red bars blurred and shimrering, so that the entire structure
was conpletely distorted. Even the nen sw nmng bel ow the surface were transforned by the water
their bodies as they swerved and pivoted turned into gl eaning chineras, |ike exploding pul ses of
ideation in a neuronic jungle.

Far bel ow them the great dome of the planetarium hove out of the yellow light, rem nding
Kerans of some cosmic space vehicle nmarooned on Earth for mllions of years and only now reveal ed
by the sea. He | eaned behind Beatrice and said to Bodkin: "Al an, Strangman's searching for the
treasure you' ve hidden down there."

Bodkin smiled fleetingly. "I hope he finds it,"’
Unconscious is waiting for himif he can."

Strangman was standing in the bows of the craft, interrogating one of the divers who had
surfaced and was now being hel ped out of his suit, water streanming off his copper skin across the
deck. As he barked his questions he noticed Bodkin and Kerans whi spering to each other. Brows
knitting, he stal ked across the deck to where they were sitting, watching them suspiciously
t hrough hal fcl osed eyes, and then sidled behind themlike a guard eyeing a trio of potentially
troubl esone prisoners.

Toasting himw th his glass of chanpagne, Kerans said jocularly: "I was just asking Dr.
Bodki n where he'd hidden his treasure, Strangman.”

St rangman paused, staring at himcoldly as Beatrice |aughed uneasily, hiding her face
inside the wing collars of her beach shirt. He put his hands on the back of Kerans' wicker chair
his face like white flint. "Don't worry, Kerans," he snapped softly. "I know where it is, and
don't need your help to find it." He swng round on Bodkin. "Do |, Doctor?"

Shi el ding one ear fromthe cutting edge of his voice, Bodkin murnured: "I think you
probably do know, Strangnman." He pushed his chair back into the shrinking shade. "Wen does the
gal a begi n?"

" @l a?_ " Strangman gl anced about irritably, apparently forgetting that he had introduced
the termhinself. "There are no bat hing beauties here, Doctor, this isn't the |ocal aquadrone.

Wait a minute, though, | nustn't be ungallant and forget the beautiful Mss Dahl." He bowed over
her with an unctuous snile. "Conme, ny dear, |I'll nake you queen of the aquacade, with an escort of
fifty divine crocodiles."”

Beatrice | ooked away from his gl eanm ng eyes. "No thanks, Strangman. The sea frightens ne."

"But you must. Kerans and Dr. Bodkin expect you to. And I. You'll be a Venus descending to
the sea, nade twi ce beautiful by your return." He reached down to take her hand and Beatrice
flinched fromhim frowning with repugnance at his ol eagi nous snirk. Kerans pivoted in his seat

he said mldly. "The entire ransom of the
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and held her arm

"I don't think this is Beatrice's day, Strangman. W only swimin the evenings, under a
full moon. It's a question of nobod, you know. "

He smiled at Strangnan as the latter tightened his grip on Beatrice, his face like a white
vanpire's, as if becom ng exasperated beyond all neasure.

Kerans stood up. "Look, Strangman, |'ll take her place. All right? 1'd like to go down and
have a | ook at the planetarium" He waved Beatrice's alarnms aside. "Don't worry, Strangman and the
Admiral will take good care of ne."

"Of course, Kerans." Strangnman's good hurmour had returned, instantly he radiated a
benevol ent willingness to please, only the slightest hint in his eyes of his pleasure at having
Kerans within his clutches. '"We'll put you in the big suit, then you can talk to us over the
| oudspeaker. Relax, Mss Dahl, there's no danger. Adnmiral! Suit for Dr. Kerans! Chop, chop!"

Kerans exchanged a brief warning glance with Bodkin, then |ooked away when he saw Bodkin's
surprise at the alacrity with which he had volunteered. He felt curiously light-headed, though he
had barely touched his cocktail.

"Don't go down for too long, Robert,"” Bodkin called after him "The tenperature of the
water will be high, at l|east ninety-five degrees, you'll find it very enervating."

Kerans nodded, then followed Strangman's eager stride to the forward deck. A couple of nen
were hosing down the suit and helmet, while the Adniral and Big Caesar, and the sailors resting on
t he punp-wheel s, watched Kerans approach with noncommittal interest.

"See if you can get down into the main auditorium" Strangman told him "One of the boys
managed to find a slit in an exit door, but the franme had rusted solid.” He exam ned Kerans with a
critical eye as he waited for the helnet to be | owered over his head. Designed for use only within
the first five fathons, it was a conplete perspex bow, braced by two lateral ribs, and affording
maxi mum vi sibiity. "It suits you, Kerans, you |look like the man frominner space." The rictus of a
| augh twisted his face. "But don't try to reach the Unconscious, Kerans, renmenber it isn't
equi pped to go down that far!"

Clunmping slowy to the rail, the sailors carrying the lines after him Kerans paused to
wave cumnbersonely to Beatrice and Dr. Bodkin, then mounted the narrow | adder and | owered hinsel f
slowy towards the slack green water below. It was shortly after eight o' clock and the sun shone
directly on to the tacky vinyl envel ope that enclosed him clamr ng danply agai nst his chest and
| egs, and he | ooked forward with pleasure to cooling his burning skin. The surface of the | ake was
now conpl etely opaque. A litter of |eaves and weed floated slowy around it, occasionally
di srupted by bubbles of trapped air erupting fromthe interior of the done.

To his right he could see Bodkin and Beatrice with their chins on the rail, watching him
expectantly. Directly above, on the roof of the scow, stood the tall gaunt figure of Strangman
tails of his jacket pushed back, arns akinmbo, the light breeze lifting his chal kwhite hair. He was
grinning soundlessly to hinself, but as Kerans' feet touched the water shouted sonething which
Kerans heard dimy relayed over the headphones. Immediately the hiss of air through the intake
valves in the helnet increased and the internal circuit of the mcrophone cane alive.

The water was hotter than he expected. Instead of a cool revivifying bath, he was stepping
into a tank filled with warm glutinous jelly that clanped itself to his calves and thighs |ike
the foetid enbrace of sone gigantic protozoan nonster. Quickly he |lowered hinself to his
shoul ders, then took his feet off the rungs and let his weight carry himslowiy dowwards into the
greenlit deep, hand over hand along the rail, and paused at the two-fathom nark.

Here the water was cooler, and he flexed his arns and | egs thankfully, accustomng his
eyes to the pale light. A few small angel fish swam past, their bodies gleanming like silver stars
in the blue blur that extended fromthe surface to a depth of five feet, a 'sky' of light
reflected fromthe mllions of dust and pollen particles. Forty feet away fromhi m| oonmed the pale
curved hull of the planetarium far larger and nore nmysterious than it had seenmed fromthe
surface, like the stern of an ancient sunken liner. The once polished al um nium roof had becone
dull and blunted, nolluscs and bivalves clinging to the narrow | edges forned by the transverse
vaul ti ng. Lower down, where the done rested on the square roof of the auditorium a forest of
giant fucus floated delicately fromtheir pedestals, sonme of the fronds over ten feet tall,
exquisite marine waiths that fluttered together like the spirits of a sacred neptunian grove.

Twenty feet fromthe bottomthe | adder ended, but Kerans was now al nost at equilibrium
with the water. He let hinself sink dowwards until he was holding the tips of the | adder above
his head with his fingers, then released them and glided away backwards towards the |ake fl oor
the twin antennae of his air-line and tel ephone cable wi nding up the narrow well of Iight,
reflected by the disturbed water, to the silver rectangular hull of the scow
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Cut off by the water from any other sounds, the noise of. the air punp and the rel ayed
rhythnms of his own respiration drumed steadily in his ears, increasing in volune as the air
pressure was rai sed. The sounds seened to boom around himin the dark olivegreen water, thudding
like the immense tidal pulse he had heard in his dreans.

A voice grated from his headphones. "Strangnman here, Kerans. How s the grey sweet nother
of us all?"

"Feels like home. |'ve nearly reached the bottom now. The diving cage is over by the
entrance. "

He sank to his knees in the soft | oamwhich covered the floor, and steadi ed hinself
agai nst a barnacled lanp post. In a rel axed, graceful noon-stride he |loped slowy through the deep
sl udge, which rose fromhis footprints like clouds of disturbed gas. On his right were the dim
flanks of the buildings lining the side-walk, the silt piled in soft dunes up to their first-floor
wi ndows. In the intervals between the buildings the slopes were al nost twenty feet high, and the
retaining grilles were locked into themlike huge portcullises. Mst of the wi ndows were choked
with debris, fragments of furniture and netal cabinets, sections of full boards, matted together
by the fucus and cephal opods.

The diving cage swng slowy on its cable five feet off the street, a selection of
hacksaws and spanners | oosely tied to the floor. Kerans approached the doorway of the planetarium
steering the Iines behind himand occasionally pulled lightly off his feet when they becane over-
ext ended.

Li ke an i mrense subnmarine tenple, the white bulk of the planetarium stood before him
illumnated by the vivid surface water. The steel barricades around the entrance had been
di smantl ed by the previous divers, and the sem -circular arc of doors which led into the foyer was
open. Kerans switched on his helnet |anp and wal ked through the entrance. He peered carefully
anong the pillars and al coves, following the steps which led up into the nezzanine. The netal
railings and chrom um di spl ay panels had rusted, but the whole interior of the planetarium sealed
off by the barricades fromthe plant and animal |ife of the |agoons, seemed conpletely untouched,
as clean and untarnished as on the day the | ast dykes had col | apsed.

Passing the ticket booth, he propelled hinself slowy along the nmezzani ne, and paused by
the rail to read the signs over the cloakroomdoors, their lumnous letters reflecting the |ight.
A circular corridor led around the auditorium the lanp throwing a pale cone of |ight down the
solid black water. In the faint hope that the dykes woul d be repaired, the managenent of the
pl anet ari um had seal ed a second inner ring of barricades around the auditorium |ocked into place
by padl ocked cross-bars which had now rusted into i nmovabl e bul kheads.

The top right-hand corner panel of the second bul khead had been jenmm ed back to provide a
smal | peephole into the auditorium Too tired by the water pressing on his chest and abdonmen to
lift the heavy suit, Kerans contented hinmself with a glinpse of a few notes of |ight gl eani ng
t hrough the cracks in the done.

On his way to fetch a hacksaw fromthe diving cage, he noticed a small doorway at the top
of a short flight of steps behind the ticket box, apparently |eading over the auditorium either a
cineprojectionist's booth or the manager's office. He pulled hinself up the handrail, the netal
cleats of his weighted boots skating on the sliny carpet. The door was | ocked, but he drove his
shoul ders against it and the two hinges parted easily, the door gliding away gracefully across the
floor Iike a paper sail.

Pausing to free his lines, Kerans listened to the steady punping in his ears. The rhythm
had changed perceptibly, indicating that a different pair of operators had taken over the job.
They worked nore slowly, presumably unaccustoned to punping air at the nmaxi num pressure. For sone
reason, Kerans felt a slight stirring of alarm Although fully aware of Strangman's nalice and
unpredictability, he felt confident that he would not try to kill himby so crude a nethod as
bl ocking the air supply. Both Beatrice and Bodkin were present, and although Riggs and his nen
were a thousand miles away there was al ways the chance that some specialist government unit night
pay a flying visit to the |l agoons. Unless he killed Beatrice and Bodkin as well--which seened
unlikely, for a nunber of reasons (he obviously suspected them of knowi ng nore about the city than
they admitted)--Strangman woul d find Kerans' death nore trouble than it was worth.

As the air hissed reassuringly through his helnet, Kerans noved forward across the enpty
room A few shelves sagged fromone wall, a filing cabinet loomed in a corner. Suddenly, with a
shock of alarm he saw what appeared to be a man in an i mmense bal | ooni ng spacesuit facing himten
feet away, white bubbles streaming fromhis frog-like head, hands raised in an attitude of nenace,
a blaze of light pouring fromhis hel net.

"Strangman! " he shouted at it involuntarily.

"Kerans! What is it?" Strangman's voice, closer than the whi sper of his own consci ousness,

file:/lIF|/rah/J.%20G.%20Ballard/Ballard,%20J...0-%20B0o0ok%201%20-%20The%20Drowned%20World.txt (41 of 69) [2/4/03 10:34:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/J.%20G.%20Ballard/Bal lard,%6203%20G%20-%20B 00k %201%20-%20T he%20Drowned%20Worl d.txt

cut across his panic. "Kerans, you fool . . . I"

"Sorry, Strangman." Kerans pulled hinmself together, and advanced slowy towards the
approaching figure. "1've just seen nyself in a mrror. I'"'mup in the manager's office or contro
room |'mnot sure which. There's a private stairway fromthe nezzanine, may be an entrance into
the auditorium"

"Good man. See if you can find the safe. It should be behind the picture frane directly
over the desk."

I gnoring him Kerans placed his hands on the glass surface and swing the hel met sharply
fromleft to right. He was in the control booth overlooking the auditorium his inmage reflected in
the gl ass sound-proof panel. In front of himwas the cabinet which had once! held the instrunment
consol e, but the unit had been renoved, and the producer's sw ng-back seat faced out unobstructed
Iike an insulated throne of sone germ obsessed potentate. Al nbst exhausted by the pressure of the
wat er, Kerans sat down in the seat and | ooked out over the circular auditorium

Dmy illumnated by the small helnmet |anp, the dark vault with its blurred walls cl oaked
with silt rose up above himlike a huge vel vet-uphol stered wonb in a surrealist nightrmare. The
bl ack opaque water seemed to hang in solid vertical curtains, screening the dais in the centre of
the auditoriumas if hiding the ultimte sanctumof its depths. For sonme reason the wonb-Iike
i mge of the chanber was reinforced rather than dimnished by the circular rows of seats, and
Kerans heard the thudding in his ears uncertain whether he was listening to the di msublimnmna
requi em of his dreans. He opened the snall panel door which | ed down into the auditorium
di sconnecting the tel ephone cable fromhis helmet so that he would be free of Strangman's voice.

A light coating of silt covered the carpeted steps of the aisle. In the centre of the done
the water was at |east twenty degrees warmer than it had been in the control room heated by sone
freak of convection, and it bathed his skin |like hot balm The projector had been renpoved fromthe
dais, but the cracks in the dome sparkled with distant points of light, |like the galactic profiles
of some distant universe. He gazed up at this unfamliar zodiac, watching it energe before his
eyes like the first vision of sone pelagic Cortez energing fromthe oceanic deeps to glinpse the
i mrense Pacifics of the open sky.

Standi ng on the dais, he | ooked around at the blank rows of seats facing him wondering
what uterine rite to performfor the invisible audience that seemed to watch him The air pressure
i nside his helnmet had increased sharply, as the nen on the deck |l ost contact with him by
t el ephone. The val ves booned off the sides of the helnet, the silver bubbles darted and swerved
away fromhimlike frantic phantons.

Gradually, as the mnutes passed, the preservation of this distant zodiac, perhaps the
very configuration of constellations that had enconpassed the Earth during the Triassic Period,
seermed to Kerans a task nore inportant than any other facing him He stepped down fromthe dais
and began to return to the control room dragging the air-line after him As he reached the panel
door he felt the line snake Qut through his hands, and with an inpul se of anger seized a | oop and
anchored it around the handl e of the door. He waited until the |line tautened, then wound a second
| oop around the handle, providing hinself with a radius of a dozen feet. He wal ked back down the
steps and stopped hal f-way down the aisle, head held back, determ ned to engrave the image of the
constellations on his retina. Already their patterns seened nore fam liar than those of the
classical constellations. In a vast, convul sive recession of the equinoxes, a billion siderea
days had reborn thensel ves, re-aligned the nebul ae and island universes in their origina
per specti ves.

A sharp spur of pain drove itself into his eustachian tube, forcing himto swall ow.
Abruptly he realised that the intake valve of the hel net supply was no | onger working. A faint
hi ss seeped through every ten seconds, but the pressure had fallen steeply. Dizzying, he stmmbl ed
up the aisle and tried to free the air-line fromthe handl e, certain now that Strangman had seized
the opportunity to fabricate an accident. Breath exploding, he tripped over one of the steps, fel
awkwar dly across the seats with a gentle ball ooning notion.

As the spotlight flared across the domed ceiling, illunminating the huge vacant wonb for
the last tine, Kerans felt the warm bl oodfill ed nausea of the chanber flood in upon him He |ay
back, spreadeagl ed across the steps, his hand pressed nunbly against the |loop of line around the
door handl e, the soothing pressure of the water penetrating his suit so that the barriers between
his own private bl ood-streamand that of the giant ammi on seened no |onger to exist. The deep
cradle of silt carried himgently like an i nmense placenta, infinitely softer than any bed he had
ever known. Far above him as his consciousness faded, he could see the anci ent nebul ae and
gal axi es shining through the uterine night, but eventually even their |ight was di med and he was
only aware of the faint glimrer of identity within the deepest recesses of his nind. Quietly he
began to nove towards it, floating slowy towards the centre of the dome, knowing that this faint
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beacon was receding nore rapidly then he could approach it. Wen it was no | onger visible he
pressed on through the darkness alone, like a blind fish in an endless forgotten sea, driven by an
i npul se whose identity be woul d never conprehend.

Epochs drifted. G ant waves, infinitely slow and envel opi ng, broke and fell across the
sunl ess beaches of the time-sea, washing himhelplessly inits shallows. He drifted from one poo
to another, in the linmbos of eternity, a thousand i mages of hinself reflected in the inverted
mrrors of the surface. Wthin his lungs an i mense inland | ake seemed to be bursting outwards,
his rib-cage distended like a whale's to contain the oceanic volunes of water.

"Ker ans. .

He | ooked up at the bright deck, at the brilliant panoply of light on the canvas shade
above him at the watchful ebony face of the Admiral sitting across his |egs and punping his chest
in his huge hands.

"Strangman, he. . . ." Choking on the expressed fluid in his throat, Kerans |let his head
loll back onto the hot deck, the sunlight stinging his eyes. Acircle of faces | ooked down at him
intently-- Beatrice, her eyes wide with alarm Bodkin frowning seriously, a notley of brown faces
under khaki kepis. Abruptly a single white grinning face interposed itself. Only a few feet from
him it leered |like an obscene st at ue.

"Strangman, you--"

The grin broke into a wnning smle. "No, | didn't, Kerans. Don't try to pin the blane on
me. Dr. Bodkin will vouch for that." He waggled a finger at Kerans. "I warned you not to go down
too far."

The Admiral stood up, evidently satisfied that Kerans had recovered. The deck seened to be
made of burning iron, and Kerans pulled hinself up on one el bow, sat weakly in the pool of water.
A few feet away, creased in the scuppers, the suit lay like a deflated corpse.

Beatrice pushed through the circle of onlookers, and crouched down beside him "Robert,
relax, don't think about it now " She put her arm around his shoul ders, glancing up watchfully at
Strangman. He stood behind Kerans, grinning with pleasure, hands on hips,

"The cabl e seized . " Kerans cleared his head, his lungs |ike two bruised, tender
flowers. He breathed slowy, soothing themwith the cool air. "They were pulling it from above.
Didn't you stop. . . ."

Bodki n stepped forward with Kerans' jacket and draped it across his shoul ders. "Easy,
Robert, it doesn't matter now. Actually, I'msure it wasn't Strangman's fault, he was talking to
Beatrice and me when it happened. The cabl e was hooked round sone obstruction, it looks as if it
was a conpl ete accident.”

"No, it wasn't, Doctor," Strangman cut in. "Don't perpetuate a myth, Kerans will be nuch
nmore grateful for the truth. He anchored that cable hinself, quite deliberately. Wy?" Here
Strangman tapped the air magisterially. "Because he wanted to become part of the drowned world."
He began to laugh to hinmself, slapping his thighs with amusenment as Kerans hobbl ed weakly to his
chair. "And the joke is that he doesn't know whether I"'mtelling the truth or not. Do you realise
that, Bodkin? Look at him he genuinely isn't sure! God, what irony!"

"Strangman! " Beatrice snapped at himangrily, overcom ng her fears. "Stop saying that! It
m ght have been an accident."

Strangman shrugged theatrically. "It _might_," he repeated with great enphasis. "Let's
admit that. It nakes it nore interesting-- particularly for Kerans. ' _Did | or did | not try to
kill nyself? ' One of the few existential absolutes, far nore significant than ' To be or not to
be?', which nmerely underlines the uncertainty of the suicide, rather than the eternal anbival ence
of his victim" He smled down patronisingly at Kerans as the latter sat quietly in his chair,
sipping at the drink Beatrice had brought him "Kerans, | envy you the task of finding out--if you
can."

Kerans managed a weak smile. Fromthe speed of his recovery he realised that he had
suffered only mldly fromthe drowning. The remainder of the crew had noved away to their duties,
no | onger interested.

"Thank you, Strangman. I'll let you know when | have the answer."”

On the way back to the Ritz he sat silently in the stern of the scow, thinking to hinself
of the great wonb-chanber of the planetariumand the multilayered overlay of its associations,
trying to erase fromhis mnd the terrible "either/or' which Strangnman had correctly posed. Had he
unconsci ously | ocked the air-pipe, knowing that the tension in the cable would suffocate him or
had it been a conplete accident, even, possibly, an attenpt by Strangman to injure hin? But for
the rescue by the two skin divers (perhaps he bad counted on them setting out after hi mwhen the
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t el ephone cabl e was di sconnected) he would certainly have found the answer. Hi s reasons for naking
the dive at all remmined obscure. There was no doubt that he had been inpelled by a curious urge
to place hinself at Strangnman's nercy, alnost as if he were staging his own nurder

During the next few days the conundrum renmai ned unsol ved. Was the drowned world itself,
and the nysterious quest for the south which had possessed Hardman, no nore than an inpulse to
sui ci de, an unconsci ous acceptance of the logic of his own devol utionary descent, the ultinate
neuroni ¢ synthesis of the archaeopsychic zero? Rather than try to live with yet another enigma,
and nore and nore frightened of the real role that Strangman played in his mind, Kerans
systematically repressed his nenories of the accident. Likew se, Bodkin and Beatrice ceased to
refer to it, as if accepting that an answer to the question would solve for them many of the other
myst eri ous eni gmas whi ch now al one sustai ned them delusions which, like all the anbi guous but
necessary assunptions about their own personalities, they would only sacrifice with rel uctance.

CHAPTER 10
Surprise Party

"Kerans . . . I"
Roused by the deep blare of the hydroplane as it approached the |andi ng stage, Kerans
stirred fretfully, his head lolling fromside to side on the stale pillow He focussed his eyes on

the bright green parallel ogranms which dappled the ceiling above the venetian blinds, listening to
the engi nes outside reverse and accelerate, then with an effort pulled hinself off the bed. It was
already after 7-30, an hour later than he had woken a nonth earlier, and the brilliant sunlight

reflected off the |agoon thrust its fingers into the darkened roomlike a ravenous gol den nonster

Wth a pang of annoyance he noticed that he had forgotten to switch off the bedside fan
before going to sleep. He had begun to fall asleep now at unpredictable nonents, sometimes sitting
hal fupri ght on the bed while unlacing his shoes. In an attenpt to conserve his fuel he had cl osed
down the bedroom and noved the heavy gilt-franed double bed into the |ounge, but its associations
with sleep were so powerful that he was soon forced to nove it back again.

"Kerans . . . I"

Strangnman's voi ce echoed warningly down the corridor below Kerans linped slowy to the
bat hroom nanaged to splash his face by the tine Strangnan let hinself into the suite.

Tossing his helnet on to the floor, Strangman produced a decanter of hot black coffee and
a canned gorgonzola green with age.

"A present for you." He exam ned Kerans' dulled eyes with an am able frown. 'Wll, how are
things in deep tine?"

Kerans sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for the boonmi ng of the phantomjungles in his
mnd to fade. Like an endl ess shallows, the residues of the dreans stretched away bel ow t he
surface of the reality around him 'Wat brings you here?" he asked flatly.

Strangman put on an expression of deep injury.

"Kerans, | _like_ you. You keep forgetting that.” He turned up the volune of the air-
conditioner, smling at Kerans, who gazed watchfully at the wy, perverted leer. "Actually | have
anot her notive--1 want you to have dinner with nme tonight. Don't start shaking your bead. | have

to keep conming here, it's tine | returned your hospitality. Beatrice and old Bodkin will be there,
it should be pretty swagger--firewrk displays, bongo druns and a surprise."”

"What exactly?"

"You'll see. Sonething really spectacular, believe ne, | don't do things by halves. 1'd
have those 'gators dancing on the tips of their tails if | wanted to." He nodded sol enmly.
"Kerans, you're going to be inpressed. And it may even do you sone good nentally, stop this crazy
ti me machine of yours." Hs npod changed, beconing distant and abstracted. "But | nustn't poke fun
at you, Kerans, | couldn't bear a tenth of the personal responsibility you' ve shoul dered. The
tragi c | oneliness, for exanple, of those haunted Triassic swanps." He picked a book off the air-
conditioner, a copy of Donne's poens, and extenporised a line: "Wrld within world, each nan an
i sland unto hinself, sw nmng through seas of archipel agoes. "

Fairly certain that he was fooling, Kerans asked: "How s the diving going?"

"Frankly, not very well. The city's too far north for nuch to have been left. But we've
di scovered a few interesting things. You'll see tonight."

Kerans hesitated, doubting whether he would have enough energy to nake small talk with Dr.
Bodki n and Beatrice--he had seen neither of them since the debacle of the diving party, though
every evening Strangman drove over in his hydroplane to Beatrice's apartnment house (what success
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he had Kerans could only guess, but Strangman's references to her--"Wrnen are |ike spiders, they
sit there watching you and knitting their webs" or "she keeps tal king about _you , Robert,
confound her"--indicated a negative response).

However, the particular twist of enphasis in Strangman's voi ce suggested that Kerans
attendance was obligatory, and that he would not be allowed to refuse. Strangnan followed himinto
the | ounge, waiting for a reply.

"It's rather short notice, Strangnman."

“"I'mterribly sorry, Kerans, but as we know each other so well | felt sure you woul dn't
nmind. Blame it on nmy nanic-depressive personality, |I'm always seizing on wild schenes."

Kerans found two gol d-pl ated porcelain coffee cups and filled themfromthe decanter. Know
each other so well, he repeated to hinself ironically. I'mdamed if | know you at all, Strangman.
Raci ng around the |l agoons |like the delinquent spirit of the drowned city, apotheosis of all its
aim ess violence and cruelty, Strangman was hal f-buccaneer, half-devil. Yet he had a further

neuronic role, in which he seened al nost a positive influence, holding a warning mrror up to
Kerans and obliquely cautioning himabout the future he had chosen. It was this bond that kept
them toget her, for otherw se Kerans would | ong since have | eft the | agoon and noved sout hwards.
"I assune this isn't a farewell celebration?" he asked Strangman. "You aren't |eaving us?"
"Kerans, of course not," Strangnan renonstrated. "W' ve only just got here. Besides," he
added sagely, "where would we go? There's nothing nuch |left now-I can tell you, | sonetinmes fee
| i ke Phiebas the Phoenician. Though that's really your role, isn't it?

-- A current under sea

Pi cked his bones in whispers. As he rose and fel
He passed the stages of his age and youth
Entering the whirlpool."

He continued to pester Kerans until the latter accepted his invitation, then nade off
jubilantly. Kerans finished the coffee in the decanter, when he began to recover drew the venetian
blinds and let in the bright sunlight.

Qutside, in his chair on the veranda, a white nonitor lizard sat and regarded himwth its
stony eyes, waiting for sonething to happen

As he rode across the | agoon to the paddl e-ship that evening, Kerans specul ated on the
probabl e nature of Strangman's 'surprise', hoping that it would not be sone el aborate practica
joke. The effort of shaving off his beard and putting on a white dinner jacket had tired him

Consi der abl e preparations were obviously afoot in the | agoon. The depot ship had been
moor ed about fifty yards fromshore, strung with awnings and coloured lights, and the two
remai ni ng SCOA5 were working systematically along the banks, driving the alligators into the
central |agoon.

Kerans pointed to a big cainman thrashing about in a circle of boathooks, and said to Big
Caesar: "What's on the menu tonight-- roast alligator?”

The gi ant hunch-backed nul atto at the hel mof the scow shrugged with studi ed vagueness.
"Strang' got a big show tonight, Mstah Kerans, a real big show You see."

Kerans left his seat and | eaned on the bridge. "Big Caesar, how | ong have you known the
Capt ai n?"

"Long time, M stah Kerans. Ten years, naybe twenty."

"He's a strange one, all right," Kerans continued. "H s nmobods change so qui ckly--you nust
have noticed that, working for him Sonetimes he frightens ne."

The big mulatto smled cryptically. "You right there, M stab Kerans,
chuckle. "You really right."

But before Kerans could press hima negaphone jabbed at them across the water fromthe
bri dge of the depot ship.

he rejoined with a

Strangnman net each one of his guests as they arrived at the head of the gangway. In high
spirits, he managed a sustai ned nood of charm and good cheer, conplinmenting Beatrice elaborately
on her appearance. She wore a full-length blue brocade ball dress, the turquoise nascara around
her eyes making her | ook |ike sone exotic bird of paradise. Even Bodkin had contrived to trimhis
beard and sal vage a respectable linen jacket, an old piece of crepe around his neck a ragged
concession to a black tie. Like Kerans, however, they both seened gl azed and renpte, joining in
the conversation over dinner automatically.

Strangnman, however, failed to notice this, or if he did was too elated and preoccupied to
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care. \Whatever his notives, he had obviously gone to considerable trouble to stage his surprise. A
fresh canvas awni ng had been broken out like a crisp white sail over the observation deck, flared
at its rimin the formof an inverted marquee to give them an uninterrupted view over the |agoon

and sky. A large circular dining table stood by the rail, iow divans in the Egyptian style, with
spiral gilt and ivory bolsters, disposed around it. A clut ter of unnmatched but nonethel ess
brilliant pieces of gold and silver dining plate decorated the table, much of it of huge
proportions--. the ornolu finger-bows were the size of face baths.

Strangman had rifled his treasure house below in an access of profligacy--several pieces
of bl ackened bronze statuary stood about behind the table bearing salvers of fruit and orchids,
and an i nmense canvas by sonme painter of the school of Tintoretto had been propped agai nst the
funnel s and screened the service hatches, |ooning down over the table like a nmural. Its title was
"The Marriage of Ester and King Xerxes' but the pagan treatnment and the |ocal background of the
Venetian | agoon and the Grand Canal pal azzos, coupled with the Quincento decor and costune, nade
it seemnore |like 'The Marriage of Neptune and M nerva,' no doubt the noral Strangman intended to
point. King Xerxes, a wily, beak-nosed elderly Doge or Venetian Grand-Admiral, already seened
conpletely tamed by his denure, raven-haired Ester, who had a faint but nonethel ess perceptible
i keness to Beatrice. As he cast his eyes over the crowded spread of the canvas with its hundreds
of weddi ng guests, Kerans suddenly saw another fanmiliar profile--the face of Strangman anong the
hard cruel smiles of the Council of Ten--but when he approached the painting the simlarity
vani shed.

The marriage cerenony was being cel ebrated aboard a gall eon nmoored agai nst the Doge's
Pal ace, and its el aborate rococo rigging seened to nerge directly into the steel hawzers and
bracing Iines of the depot ship. Apart fromthe kindred settings, enphasised by the two | agoons
and the buildings rising fromthe water, Strangnman's notley crew m ght thensel ves have stepped
straight fromthe canvas, with its jewelled slaves and negro captai n of gondoliers.

Si pping his cocktail, Kerans said to Beatrice: "Do you see yourself there, Bea? Qbviously,
Strangman hopes you'll subdue the floodwaters with the sane skill Ester used to pacify the King."

"Correct, Kerans!" Strangnman stepped over to themfromthe bridge. "You have it exactly."”
He bowed to Beatrice. "I hope you accept the conplinent, ny dear?"

“I"'mvery flattered, Strangman, of course." Beatrice noved over to the painting, exam ning
her double, then turned in a swirl of brocade and stood by the rail, staring out over the water.

"But |I'm not sure whether | want to be cast in that role, Strangman."

"But you are, M ss Dahl, inescapably." Strangman gestured the steward over to Bodkin, who
was sitting in a quiet reverie, then slapped Kerans on the shoul der. "Believe ne, Doctor, you'l
soon see--"

"Good. I'mgetting a little inpatient, Strangman."

"What, after thirty million years you can't wait five mnutes? |I'm obviously bringing you
back to the present.”

Thr oughout the neal Strangman supervi sed the succession of w nes, taking advantage of his
absences fromthe table to confer with the Admiral. Wth the final brandies before them Strangman
sat down apparently for the last tinme, winking broadly at Kerans. Two of the scows had noved over
to the inlet by the far side of the | agoon and di sappeared into its nouth, while the third took up
its position in the centre, fromwhere it released a small firework display.

The last sunlight still lay over the water, but had faded sufficiently for the bright
cat herine wheels and rockets to flicker and dazzle, their sharp expl osions etched clearly agai nst
the tinted crepuscul ar sky. The smle on Strangman's face grew broader and broader, until he |ay
back on his chesterfield grinning soundlessly to hinself, the red and green flashes illuni nating
his saturni ne features.

Unconfortably, Kerans |eaned forward to ask himwhen their surprise would materialise, but
Strangman antici pated him

"Well, haven't you noticed?" He glanced around the table. "Beatrice? Dr. Bodkin? You three
are slow. Come out of deep tine for a nonent."

A curious silence hung over the ship, and involuntarily Kerans | eaned against the rail to
brace hinself in case Strangnman was about to set off an underwater explosive charge. d anci ng down
at the deck bel ow, he suddenly saw the twenty or thirty nenbers of the crew, | ooking notionlessly
at the lagoon, their ebony faces and white singlets flickering with the ghostly light, like the
crew of a spectral ship

Puzzl ed, Kerans searched the sky and | agoon. The dusk had cone in rather nmore quickly than
he expected, the curtain walls of the buildings opposite sinking into shadow. At the sane tinme the
sky remai ned clear and visible in the sunset, the tops of the surrounding vegetation brilliantly
tinted.
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A | ow drunmi ng sounded sonewhere in the distance, the airpunps which had worked all day
and whose noi se had been masked by the pyrotechnic display. Around the ship the water had becomne
strangely slack and lifeless, the low swells that usually disturbed it absent. W ndering whet her
an exhi bition of underwater swi mr ng had been arranged for a troupe of trained alligators, he
peered down at the surface.

"Alan! Look, for heaven's sake! Beatrice, can you see?" Kerans kicked back his chair and
leapt to the rail, pointing down in amazenent at the water. "The |level is going down!"

Looni ng just below the dark pellucid surface were the di mrectangul ar outlines of the
subnerged buil dings, their open wi ndows |ike enpty eyes in enornous drowned skulls. Only a few
feet fromthe surface, they drew closer, energing fromthe depths |like an inmense intact Atlantis.
First a dozen, then a score of buildings appeared to view, their cornices and fire escapes clearly
visible through the thinning refracting glass of the water. Mdst of themwere only four or five
storeys high, part of a district of snmall shops and offices enclosed by the taller buildings that
had fornmed the perineter of the |agoon

Fifty yards away the first of the roofs broke surface, a blunted rectangle snothered with
weeds and al gae, across which slithered a few desperate fish. Immediately half a dozen others
appeared around it, already roughly delineating a narrow street. The upper |ine of w ndows
energed, water spilling fromtheir |edges, fucus draped fromthe straggling wires that sagged
across the roadways.

Al ready the | agoon had vani shed. As they sank slowy downwards, settling into what seened
to be a |l arge open square, they were now | ooki ng across a diffuse straggle of rooftops, punctuated
by eroded chi meys and spires, the flat sheet of the surface transforned into a jungle of cubist
bl ocks, at its boundaries merging into the higher ground of the envel opi ng vegetation. What
remai ned of the water had formed into distinct channels, dark and sonbre, eddyi ng away around
corners and into narrow all eyways.

"Robert! Stop it! It's horrible!" Kerans felt Beatrice seize his arm her long blue nails
biting through the fabric of his dinner jacket. She gazed out at the emerging city, an expression
of revul sion on her tense face, physically repelled by the sharp acrid snells of the exposed water-
weeds and al gae, the danp barnacled forns of rusting litter. Veils of scumdraped fromthe criss-
crossing telegraph wires and tilting neon signs, and a thin coating of silt cloaked the faces of
the buildings, turning the once linpid beauty of the underwater city into a drai ned and festering
sewer.

For a monent Kerans fought to free his mnd, grappling with this total inversion of his
normal world, unable to accept the logic of the rebirth before him First he wondered whet her
there had been a total climatic reversal that was shrinking the fornerly expandi ng seas, draining
the subnmerged cities. If so, he would have to nmake his way back to this new present, or be
marooned millions of years away on the beach of sone lost Triassic |agoon. But deep within his
nmnd the great sun pounded dimy with a strength still undinm nished, and beside himhe heard
Bodkin nmutter:

"Those punps are powerful. The water is going down by a good two or three feet a ninute.
We're not far fromthe bottomnow. The whole thing's fantastic!"

Laughter rocked out into the darkening air as Strangnman rolled about nmirthfully on the
chesterfield, dabbing his eyes with a napkin. Rel eased fromthe tension of staging the spectacle,
he was now exulting in the three bewildered faces at the rail. On the bridge above him the
Admiral watched with dry anmusenent, the fading light glinting across his bare chest |ike a gong.
Two or three nmen bel ow were taking in the nooring lines, holding the orientation of the ship in
t he square.

The two scows which had noved over to the creek mouth during the firework display were
floating behind a massive boom and a foam ng mass of water poured fromthe twin vents of a huge
punpi ng system Then the rooftops obscured their view across the interval, and the people on the
deck were | ooking up at the blanched buildings of the square. Only fifteen or twenty feet of water
remai ned, and a hundred yards away down one of the side streets they could see the third scow
wendi ng tentatively below the trailing Wres.

Strangnman controlled hinmself and cane over to the rail. "Perfect, don't you agree, Dr.
Bodki n? What a jest, a really superb spectacle! Cone on, Doctor, don't |ook so piqued,
congratulate nme! It wasn't too easy to arrange."

Bodki n nodded and noved away along the rail, his face still stunned. Kerans asked: "But
how di d you seal off the perineter? There's no Continuous wall around the |agoon."”
"There is now, Doctor. | thought you were the expert in marine biology. The fungi grow ng

in the swanp nud outside consolidated the entire nass, for the |ast week there's only been one
point of influx, took us five mnutes to damit up."
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He gazed out brightly at the energing streets in the dimlight around them the hunped
backs of cars and buses appearing through the surface. G ant anenones and star-fish flopped linply
in the shallows, collapsing kelp straggled out of w ndows.

Nunbl y, Bodkin said: "Leicester Square."

Hi s | aughter vanishing, Strangnan swung on him his eyes peering rapaciously at the neon-
covered porticos of the hulks of former cinemas and theatres.

"So you _do_ know your way around here, Doctor! A pity you couldn't have hel ped us before,
when we were getting nowhere." He slammed the rail with an oath, jarring Kerans' el bow. "By Cod,
though, we're really in business now" Wth a snarl he flung hinself away fromthem kicking back
the dining table, shouting up at the Admral

Beatri ce wat ched hi m di sappear below with alarm a slender hand on her throat. "Robert,
he's insane. What are we going to do-- he'll drain all the | agoons."”

Ker ans nodded, thinking about the transformation of Strangman whi ch he had wi tnessed. Wth
t he reappearance of the subnerged streets and buildings his entire nanner had changed abruptly.

Al'l traces of courtly refinenent and | aconi ¢ hunour had vani shed, he was now cal | ous and vul pi ne,
the renegade spirit of the hoodlumstreets returning to his |lost playground. It was alnost as if
the presence of the water had anaesthetised him snothering his true character so that only the
surface veneer of charm and noodi ness renai ned.

Behi nd them t he shadow of an office block fell across the deck, drawi ng a diagonal curtain
of darkness over the huge painting. A few figures, Ester and the negro captain of gondoliers,
still remained, and a single white face, a beardl ess menber of the Council of Ten. As Strangman
had prophesi ed, Beatrice had perforned her synbolic role, and Neptune had deferred and withdrawn.

Kerans | ooked up at the round bulk of the testing station, poised on the cinema behind
them like an enornous boul der on the edge of a cliff. Apparently eighty to ninety feet higher, the
tall buildings around the | agoon perineter now cut off half the sky, enclosing themin a dim
canyon-fl oor world.

"It doesn't matter that nuch," Kerans tenporised. He steadi ed her against his armas the
ship touched bottomand rolled slightly, crushing a small car under the port bow 'Wen he's
finished stripping the stores and nuseuns they'll |eave. Anyway, the rain-stornms will be here in a
week or two."

Beatrice cleared her throat distastefully, wincing as the first bats flickered anong the

rooftops, darting fromone dripping eave to another. "But it's all so hideous. | can't believe
that anyone ever lived here. It's like sone imaginary city of hell. Robert, | need the |agoon."
"Well, we could | eave and nove south across the silt flats. Wat do you think, Al an?"
Bodki n shook his head slowy, still staring out blankly at the darkened buil di ngs around
the square. "You two go, | rnust stay here.”
Kerans hesitated. "Alan," he warned himgently. "Strangman has everythi ng he needs now.
We're useless to him Soon we'll sinply be unwel cone guests."”
But Bodkin ignored him He | ooked down at the streets, hands clasping the rail like an old

man at the counter of sone vast store, shopping for the nmenories of his chil dhood.

The streets had al nost been drai ned. The approachi ng scow ran aground on the sidewal k,
pushed off again and then stuck finally on a traffic island. Led by Big Caesar, the three-nen crew
junmped down into the waist-deep water and waded noisily towards the depot ship, splashing water
excitedly into the open shop-fronts.

Wth a jolt the paddle-ship settled itself firmly on the bottom cheers and shouts going
up from Strangman and the rest of the crew as they fended off the snapping overhead wires and
tilted tale-. graph poles. A small dinghy was thrown into the water, and to a chorus of fists
poundi ng a drum beat on the rail the Admiral rowed Strangnan across the shall ow pool to the
fountain in the centre of the square. Here Strangman debarked, pulled a flare pistol froma pocket
of his dinner jacket and with an exultant shout began to fire salvo after salvo of col oured star-
shells into the air overhead.

CHAPTER 11
"The Bal |l ad of M stah Bones"

Hal f an hour later Beatrice, Kerans and Dr. Bodkin were able to walk out into the streets
Huge pools of water still lay about everywhere, |eaking fromthe ground floors of the buil dings,
but they were little nore than two or three feet deep. There were clear stretches of pavenent over
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a hundred yards long, and many of the further streets were conpletely drained. Dying fish and

mari ne plants expired in the centre of the roadways, and huge banks of black sludge were silted up
into the gutters and over the sidewal ks, but fortunately the escaping waters had cut |ong pathways
t hrough t hem

Strangnman at their head, racing along in his white suit, firing star-shells into the dark
streets, the crew charged off in a bellowi ng pack, those in front balancing a rumkeg on their
upturned pal ms, the others brandi shing an assortment of bottles, nmachetes and guitars. A few
derisive shouts of 'Mstah Bones!' faded around Kerans as he hel ped Beatrice down off the gangway,
and then the trio were left alone in the silence of the huge stranded paddl e-shi p.

@ ancing up uncertainly at the high distant ring of the jungle | oom ng out of the darkness
like the encircling lip of an extinct vol canic cone, Kerans |ed the way across the pavenent to the
near est buildings. They stood in the entrance to one of the huge cinenmas, sea urchins and
cucunbers flickering faintly across the tiled floor, sand dollars flowering in the former ticket
boot h.

Beatrice gathered her skirt in one hand, and they noved slowy down the |ine of cinenas,
past cafes and anusenent arcades, patroni sed now only by the bivalves and nolluscs. At the first
corner they turned away fromthe sounds of revelry comng fromthe other side of the square, and
wal ked westwards down the di mdripping canyons. A few star-shells continued to expl ode overhead,
and the delicate glass sponges in the doorways glowed softly as they reflected the pink and bl ue
Iight.

"Coventry Street, Haynarket. " Kerans read off the rusting Street signs. They stepped
quickly into a doorway as Strangman and his pack charged back across the square in a blaze of
I'ight and noi se, nmachetes slashing at the rotting boards over the shop-fronts.

"Let's hope they find sonething that satisfies them" Bodkin murnured. He searched the

crowded skyline, as if looking for the deep black water that had once covered the buil dings.

For several hours they wandered like forlorn el egant ghosts through the narrow streets,
occasionally nmeeting one of the roistering crew, anbling drunkenly along the centre of the roadway
with the remains of sone fading garnment in one hand, a machete in the other. A few small fires had
been started in the centre of the street junctions, groups of two or three nmen warm ng thensel ves
over the flaring tinder.

Avoi ding these, the trio made their way across the nexus of streets to the south shore of
the sonetine |agoon, where Beatrice's apartnent house rose up into the darkness, the penthouse
| ost anong the stars.

"You'll have to walk the first ten storeys," Kerans told Beatrice. He pointed to the deep
bank of silt which reached upwards in a danp concave slope to the fifth floor w ndows, part of an
i mense massif of coagul ated | oam whi ch, as Strangman had descri bed, now encircl ed the | agoon and
formed an inpenetrabl e dyke agai nst the encroaching sea. Down the side-streets they could see the
great viscous mass lifting over the rooftops, flow ng through the gutted buildings which in turn
hel ped to rigidify them

Here and there the perineter of the dyke noored itself to a heavier obstruction--a church
or government office--and diverged fromits circular path around the |agoon. One of these
evagi nations followed the route they had taken on their way to the diving party, and Kerans felt
his step quicken as they approached the planetarium He waited inpatiently as the others idled in
front of the enpty display wi ndows of the old departnment stores, or gazed at the black sline
0ozi ng down the escalators below the office blocks into sluggish pools across the street.

Even the small est of the buildings had been barri caded before bei ng abandoned, and a
makeshift clutter of steel screens and grilles collapsed across the doorways, hiding whatever
m ght |lie behind them Everything was covered with a fine coating of silt, snothering whatever
grace and character had once distinguished the streets, so that the entire city seened to Kerans
to have been resurrected fromits own sewers. Were the Day of Judgenent to cone, the arnmies of the
dead woul d probably rise clothed in the sanme filthy mantle.

"Robert." Bodkin held his arm pointing down the darkened street ahead of them Fifty
yards away, its nmetal dome outlined faintly in the fragmentary |Iight of the distant signa
rockets, stood the sonbre, shadow draped hull of the planetarium Kerans stopped, recognising the
orientation of the surroundi ng roadway, the sidewal ks and street |anps, then wal ked forward, half
uncertain, half curious, towards this pantheon which held so nany of his terrors and eni gnas.

Sponges and red kel p sagged |linply across the sidewal k outside the entrance as they
approached, picking their way carefully over the banks of nud that |lined the street. The groves of
waith-1ike fucus which had weathed the dome now fl opped linply over the portico, their |ong
drai ni ng fronds hangi ng over the entrance |like a ragged awni ng. Kerans reached up and pushed aside
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the fronds, then peered cautiously into the interior of the darkened foyer. Thick black nud,
hissing faintly as its contained marine life expired in a slow deflation of air-bladders and
buoyancy sacs, |ay everywhere, over the ticket booths and the stairway to the mezzani ne, across
the walls and door-panels. No |onger the velvet mantle he renenbered fromhis descent, it was now
a fragmenting cloak of rotting organic fornms, |ike the vestnents of the grave. The once
transl ucent threshold of the wonb had vani shed, its place taken by the gateway to a sewer.

Kerans began to wal k forwards across the foyer, renmenbering the deep twilight bower of the

auditoriumand its strange zodiac. Then he felt the dark fluid tilling out across the nmud between
his feet, like the |eaking bl ood-stream of a whal e.
Quickly he took Beatrice's arm and retraced their steps down the street. "I'mafraid the

magi ¢ has gone," he remarked flatly. He forced a laugh. "I suppose Strangnman woul d say that the
sui ci de shoul d never return to the scene of his crine."

Attenpting to take a shorter route, they blundered into a wi nding cul de sac, nanaged to
step back in tine as a small caiman lunged at them froma shall ow pool. Darting between the
rusting shells of cars, they regained the open street, the alligator racing behind them It paused
by a |l anp post on the edge of the sidewalk, tail whipping slowy, jaws flexing, and Kerans pulled
Beatrice after him They broke into a run and had covered ten yards when Bodkin slipped and fel
heavily into a bank of silt.

"Alan! Hurry!" Kerans started to go back for him the cainman's head pivoting towards them
Mar ooned behind in the lagoon, it seened bewi |l dered and ready to attack anything.

Suddenly there was a roar of gunfire, the flames stabbing across the roadway. Flares held
above their heads, a group of men appeared around a corner. In front of themwas the white-faced
figure of Strangman, followed by the Admiral and Big Caesar, shotguns at their shoul ders.

Strangman's eyes glittered in the flare light. He made a small bow towards Beatrice, then
saluted Kerans. Its spine shattered, the alligator thrashed inpotently in the gutter, revealing
its yellow underbelly, and Big Caesar drew his nmachete and began to hack at its head.

Strangrman watched it with evil pleasure. "Loathsone brute," he comented, then pulled from
hi s pocket a huge rhinestone necklace, still encrusted with algae, and held it out to Beatrice.

"For you, ny dear." Deftly, he strung the strands around her neck, regarding the effect
with pleasure. The entwi ned weeds anong the sparkling stones against the white skin of her breast
made her | ook |ike sone naiad of the deep. "And all the other jewels of this dead sea.”

Wth a flourish he was off again, the flares vanishing in the darkness with the shouts of
his men, leaving themalone in the silence with the white jewels and the decapitated alligator

During the next days events proceeded to even greater nadness. |ncreasingly disorientated,
Kerans woul d wander al one through the dark streets at night--by day it became unbearably hot in
the I abyrinth of alleyways--unable to tear hinself away fromhis nemories of the old | agoon, yet
at the sane tinme |locked fast to the enpty streets and gutted buil di ngs.

After his first surprise at seeing the drained | agoon he began to sink rapidly into a
state of dulled inertia, fromwhich he tried helplessly to rouse hinself. Dinly he realised that
the | agoon had represented a conpl ex of neuronic needs that were inpossible to satisfy by any
other means. This blunting |ethargy deepened, unbroken by the violence around him and nore and
nore he felt like a man narooned in a tine sea, hemmed in by a nass of dissonant realities
mllions of years apart.

The great sun beating in his nind al nrost drowned out the sounds of the |ooting and
revelry, the roars of explosives and shotguns. Like a blind nan he stunbled in and out of the old
arcades and entrances, his white dinner Suit stained and griny, jeered at by the sailors as they
charged by him playfully buffeting his shoulders. At m dni ght he woul d wander through the
roistering singers in the square and sit beside Strangnan at his parties, hiding back under the
shadow of the paddl e-ship, watching the dancing and listening to the beat of the druns and
guitars, overlayed in his mnd by the insistent pounding of the black sun

He abandoned any attenpt to return to the hotel--the creek was bl ocked by the two punping
scows and the intervening | agoon seethed with alligators--and during the day either slept in
Beatrice's apartnent on the sofa or sat nunbly in a quiet alcove on the gam ng deck Of the depot
ship. Most of the crew would be asl eep anbng the crates or arguing over their spoils, waiting with
surly inpatience for the dusk, and they left himalone. By an inversion of logic it was safer to
stay close to Strangman than to try to continue his previous separate regi nen. Bodkin attenpted
this, withdrawing in a growing state of shock to the testing station--now reached by a precipitous
climb up a dilapidated fire escape--but on one of his nmidnight forays out into the streets of the
uni versity quarter behind the planetarium he had been seized by a group of sailors and roughly
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manhandl ed. By attaching hinmself to Strangman's entourage Kerans had at |ast conceded his absol ute
aut hority over the |agoons.

Once he managed to force hinself to visit Bodkin, found himresting quietly in his bunk
cool ed by a honenmade fan and the fading air-conditioner. Like hinmself, Bodkin seened to be
isolated on a small spur of reality in the centre of the tinme sea.

"Robert," he murnured through his swollen lips, "get away from here. Take her, the girl--"
here he searched for the name "--Beatrice, and find another |agoon."

Ker ans nodded, hunching hinmself inside the narrow cone of cool air projected by the air-

conditioner. "I know, Alan, Strangman's insane and dangerous, but for sonme reason | can't |eave
yet. | don't know why, but there's sonething here--those naked streets." He gave up cloudily.
"What is it? There's a strange incubus on nmy mind, | rmust lift it first."

Bodki n managed to sit up weakly. "Kerans, listen. Take her and go. Tonight. Tine doesn't

exi st here now. "

In the | aboratory below a pallid brown scumwas draped over the great sem -circle of
progress charts, Bodkin's di snenbered neuroni ¢ zodiac, and veil ed the stranded benches and fune
cupboards. Kerans nade a half-hearted attenpt to replace the charts that had fallen to the floor
then gave up and spent the next hour washing his silk dinner jacket in a pool of water |eft behind
in one of the sinks.

Perhaps in imtation of hinself, several of the crew now al so sported tuxedos and bl ack
ties. A pantechnicon full of evening wear sealed inside water-tight envel opes had been found in
one of the warehouses. Egged on by Strangman, half a dozen of the sailors dressed thensel ves up
bow ties around their bare necks, and pranced through the streets in tremendous glee, tails
flaring and knees high-kicking, like a troupe of lunatic waiters at a dervish carnival

After the initial abandon, the looting began to take on a nore serious note. \Whatever his
private reasons, Strangman was solely interested in objets d art, and after a carefu
reconnai ssance identified one of the city's principal nuseuns. But, to his annoyance, the building
had been stripped, and his only sal vage was a | arge nosaic which his nmen renoved tile by tile from
the entrance hail and laid out like a vast jig-saw on the observati on deck of the depot ship.

Thi s di sappoi ntnent pronpted Kerans to warn Bodkin that Strangman might try to vent his
spl een on him but when he clinbed up to the testing station early the next evening he found that
Bodki n had gone. The air-conditioner had exhausted its fuel, and Bodkin, deliberately it seened,
had opened the wi ndows before he left, so that the entire station steamed |ike a caul dron

Curiously, Bodkin's disappearance gave Kerans little concern. Imrersed in hinself, he
merely assuned that the biologist had foll owed his own advi ce and noved out to one of the |agoons
to the south

Beatrice, however, was still there. Like Kerans, she had sunk into a private reverie.
Kerans rarely saw her during the day, when she would be | ocked into her bedroom but at nidnight,
when it becanme cool, she would al ways cone down from her penthouse anobng the stars and join
Strangman at his parties. She sat numbly beside himin her blue evening dress, her hair studded
with three or four of the tiaras Strangman had |looted fromthe old jewellery vaults, her breasts
snot hered under a nass of glittering chains and crescents, |like a nmad queen in a horror drana.

Strangnman treated her with a strange deference, not unnarked by a polite hostility, al nost
as if she were a tribal totem a deity whose power was responsible for their continued good
fortune but nonetheless resented. Kerans tried to stay near her, within her orbit of protection,
and the evening after Bodkin's disappearance | eaned across the cushions to say: "Alan's gone. Ad
Bodkin. Did he see you before he |eft?"

But Beatrice stared out over the fires burning in the square, w thout |ooking at himsaid
in a vague voice: "Listen to the drunm ng, Robert. How many suns are there, do you think?"

W | der now than Kerans had ever seen him Strangnan danced about the canp fires, sonetines
forcing Kerans to join him inciting the bongo drumers to ever faster rhythns. Then, exhausted,
he woul d sl unp back on his divan, his thin white face |ike blue chal k.

Leani ng on one el bow, he stared sonbrely at Kerans, squatting on a cushion behind him

"Do you know why they fear ne, Kerans? The Admiral, Big Caesar and the others. Let ne tel
you my secret."” Then, in a whisper: "Because they think |I'm dead."

In a spasm of | aughter, he rocked back into the divan, shaking helplessly. "Ch, ny God,
Kerans! What's the matter with you two. Cone out of that trance."” He | ooked up as Big Caesar
approached, doffing the dried alligator's head which he wore |like a hood over his own. "Yes, what
is it? A special song for Doctor Kerans? Capital! Did you hear that, Doctor? Let's go then, with
_The Ballad of M stah Bones! "

Clearing his throat, with much prancing and gesticul ation, the big negro began, his voice
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deep and guttural

M st ah Bones, he |oves dried men,

Got himself a banana girl; three prophets sly,

She played himall crazy, drowned himin the snake wi ne,
Never heard so many swanp birds,

That ol d boss alligator

Rum Bones, he went skull fishing,

Down of f Angel Creek, where the dried nen run

Took out his turtle stone, waited for the chapel boat,
Three prophets | anding,

Sone bad j oss.

Rum Bones, he saw the loving girl,

Gave his turtle stone for two bananas,

He had that banana girl like a hot nangrove;
Prophets saw him

No dried nen coming for Rum Bones.

Rum Bones, he danced for that loving girl,
Built a banana house for her |oving bed--"

Wth a sudden shout, Strangman |eapt fromthe divan, raced past Big Caesar into the centre
of the square, pointing up at the perineter wall of the |agoon high above them OQutlined against
the setting sky was the small square figure of Dr. Bodkin, picking his way slowy across the
wooden barrage that held back the creek waters outside. Unaware that he had been spotted by the
party below, he carried a small wooden box in one hand, a faint light fizzing froma trailing
wire.

W de awake, Strangman bellowed: "Admiral, Big Caesar! Get him he's got a bomb!"

In a wild scranble the party dissolved, with the exception of Beatrice and Kerans everyone
raced of f across the square. Shotguns slammed |eft and right, and Bodki n paused uncertainly, the
fuse wire sparking about his | egs. Then he turned and began to edge. back al ong the barrage.

Kerans junped to his feet and ran after the others. As he reached the perineter wall star-
shells were bursting into the air, spitting magnesium fragments across the roadway. Strangman and
the Admiral were leaping up a fire escape, Big Caesar's shotgun sl anm ng out over their heads.
Bodkin had left the bonb in the centre of the dam and was raci ng away over the rooftops.

Straddling the final |edge, Strangman |eapt up on to the barrage, in a dozen strides
reached the bonb and kicked it out into the centre of the creek. As the splash died away a cheer
of approval went up fromthose below. Catching his breath, Strangman buttoned his jacket, then
slipped a short-barrelled .38 fromhis shoulder holster. Athin snile glittered on his face.

Whi pping on the cries of his followers, he set out after Bodkin as he scaled his way painfully up
the pontoon of the testing station

Kerans listened nunbly to the final shots, renmenbering Bodkin's warning and the necessity,
for which he bore himno grudge as he had chosen to ignore it, of being swept away hinself with
Strangman and his crew. He wal ked slowly back to the square, where Beatrice still sat on the heap
of cushions, the alligator head on the ground in front of her. As he reached her he heard the
f oot st eps behi nd hi m sl owi ng nmenaci ngly, a strange silence fall over the pack

He swung around to see Strangman saunter forward, a smirk twisting his |lips. Big Caesar
and the Adniral were at his shoulder, their shotguns exchanged for machetes. The rest of the crew
fanned out in a |l oose seni-circle, watching expectantly, obviously pleased to see Kerans, the
al oof medicine-nman of a rival juju, get his just deserts.

"That was rather stupid of Bodkin, don't you think, Doctor? Dangerous too, as a nmatter of
fact. W& could damm nearly have all been drowned." Strangnman paused a few feet from Kerans, eyeing
hi m noodily. "You knew Bodkin pretty well, I'msurprised you didn't anticipate that. | don't know
whet her | shoul d take any nore chances with mad bi ol ogi sts. "

He was about to gesture to Big Caesar when Beatrice junped to her feet and rushed over to
St rangman.

"Strangman! For heaven's sake, one's enough. Stop it, we won't hurt you! Look, you can
have all these!"

Wth a wench she uncl asped the mass of necklaces, tore the tiaras fromher hair and flung
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them at Strangman. Snarling with anger, Strangman kicked theminto the gutter, and Big Caesar
stepped past her, the machete swi ngi ng upward.

"Strangnan!" Beatrice threw herself at Strangnan, stunbled and al nbst dragged himto the
ground by his lapels. "You white devil, can't you |l eave us al one?"

Strangnman tw sted her away, breath seething through his clenched teeth. He gazed wildly at
t he di shevel | ed woman down on her knees anong the jewels, and was about to wave Bi g Caesar on when
a sudden intention trenor flickered across his right cheek. He slapped at it with his open hand,
trying to brush it away like a fly, then flexed his facial nuscles in an ugly grinace, unable to
master the spasm For a nonment his face was twisted in a grotesque gape, like a man struggling in
| ock-jaw. Aware of his master's indecision, Big Caesar hesitated, and Kerans noved backwards into
t he shadows under the depot ship.

"All right! God, what a . . . !" Strangman nuttered sonmething thickly to hinmself and
strai ghtened his jacket, the point grudgingly conceded. The tic had faded. He nodded slowy at
Beatrice, as if warning her that any future intercessions would be ignored, then barked sharply at
Bi g Caesar. The nachetes were tossed aside, but before Beatrice could protest again the entire
pack threw itself on Kerans with a series of whoops and yells, hands flailing and cl appi ng.

Kerans tried to sidestep them uncertain fromthe circle of grinning faces whether this
was nerely sone el aborate form of horseplay intended to di scharge the tension that Bodkin's nurder
had generated, and at the sanme tinme adnminister a salutary reproof. He skipped around Strangnan's
di van as the pack closed in, found his escape bl ocked by the Adnmiral, who was feinting fromside
to side in his white tennis shoes |ike a dancer. Suddenly he sprang forwards and ki cked Kerans
feet fromunder him Kerans sat down heavily on the divan, and a dozen, oily brown-skinned arns
sei zed hi maround the neck and shoul ders and sonersaul ted hi m backwards onto the cobbl ed ground.
He struggled helplessly to free hinself, had a glinpse through the panting bodies of Strangman and
Beatrice watching fromthe distance. Taking her arm Strangman drew her firnmy towards the
gangway.

Then a large silk cushion was stuffed into Kerans' face, and hard pal ms began to pound a
drum beat across the back of his neck

CHAPTER 12
The Feast of Skulls

"The Feast of Skulls!"

Gobl et raised in the flare-light, its anber contents spilling over his suit, Strangnan | et
out an exultant shout, with a flourish |leapt down fromthe fountain as the tunbril cart swerved
across the cob. bled square. Propelled by six sweating, bare-chested sailors bent doubl e between
its shafts, it rattled and jolted through the quick.. ening enmbers of the charcoal fires, a dozen
hands helping it on its way, and to a final accelerating crescendo on the druns struck the edge of
the dais and tipped its white gleanm ng cargo across the boards at Kerans' feet. Inmediately a
chanting circle forned around him hands beat out an excited rantando, white teeth flashed and
snapped at the air |ike denoniac dice, hips swivelled and heels stanped. The Adniral dived forward
and cleared a way through the whirling torsos, and Big Caesar, a steel trident held in front of
himw th a huge bale of red kel p and fucus transfixed on its barbs, lurched onto the dais and with
a grunting heave tossed the dripping fronds into the air over the throne.

Kerans swayed forward hel pl essly as the sweet, acrid weeds cascaded around his head and
shoul ders, the lights of the dancing flares reflected in the gilt armrests of the throne. As the
rhythm of the druns beat around him al nbost exorcising the deeper pul se boonming faintly in the
base of his nmind, he let his weight hang agai nst the bl oodi ed thongs around his wrists,
indifferent to the pain as he sank in and out of consciousness. At his feet, at the base of the
throne, the broken white harvest of bones gleamed with their ivory whiteness: slender tibias and
fermurs, scapulas like worn trowels, a nmesh of ribs and vertebrae, even two lolling skulls. The
light flickered across their bald pates and winked in the enpty eye sockets, |eaping fromthe
bow s of kerosene borne by the corridor of statues which | ed towards the throne across the square.
The danc ers had forned thenselves into a long undulating line, and with Strangman pranci ng at
their head began to weave in and out of the marble nynphs, the drumers around the fires pivoting
in their seats to follow their progress.

G ven a nonentary respite as they circled the square, Kerans |olled against the vel vet
back-rest, pulling automatically at his clanped wists. The kelp trailed around his neck and
shoul ders, falling over his eyes fromthe tin crown Strangman had cl anped to his brow. Al nost dry,
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the kel p exuded its sweaty stench, and covered his arns so that only a few ragged strips of his
di nner jacket were visible. At the edge of the dais, beyond the litter of bones and rum bottles,
were nore drifts of the weed, and a debris of conches and di snenbered star-fish with which they
had pelted himbefore finding the mausol eum

Twenty feet behind himtowered the dark bul k of the depot ship, a fewlights still burning
on its decks. For two nights the parties had continued, the tenpo nounting hour by hour, Strangnman
apparently determ ned to exhaust his crew. Kerans drifted helplessly in a half-conscious reverie,
his pain dulled by the rumforced down his throat (evidently the final indignity, drowning Neptune
in an even nore nagi cal and potent sea), mild concussion cloaking the scene before himin a m st
of blood and scotomata. Dimy he was aware of his torn wists and | acerated body, but he sat
patiently, stoically acting out the role of Neptune into which he had been cast, accepting the
refuse and abuse heaped upon himas the crew discharged their fear and hatred of the sea. In that
role, too, or its caricature which he performed, lay his only safety. Whatever hi notives,
Strangman still seemed reluctant to kill him and the crewreflected this hesitation, always
di sguising their insults and tortures res in the formof grotesque and hil arious jokes, protecting
t hensel ves when they pelted himw th sea-weed by half-pretending to make an offering to an idol.

The snake of dancers reappeared and formed itself into a chanting circle around him
Strangman detached hinself fromits centre--he was obviously reluctant to conme too close to
Kerans, perhaps afraid that the bleeding wists and forehead woul d nake himrealise the crudity of
the jape--and Big Caesar cane forward, his huge knobbed face |like an inflanmed hippo's. Lunbering
about to the rhythm of the bongos, he selected a skull and fermur fromthe pile of bones around the
throne, began to beat out a tattoo for Kerans, tapping the varying thicknesses of the tenporal and
occipital lobes to pick out a crude cranial octave. Several others joined in, and with a rattle of
femur and tibia, radius and ulna, a nad dance of the bones ensued. Wakly, only half aware of the
grin. fling, insulting faces pressed to within a foot or two of his own, Kerans waited for this to
subsi de, then | eaned back and tried to shield his eyes as a salvo of star-shells burst overhead
and for a nonent illuninated the depot ship and the surrounding buildings. This signalled the end
of the festivity and the start of another night's work. Wth a shout, Strangman and the Adnmira
pul l ed apart the dancing group. The cart was haul ed away, nmetal rinms ringing over the cobbles, and
the kerosene flares were extingui shed. Wthin a mnute the square was dark and enpty, a few gutted
fires sputtering anong the cushions and druns, intermttently reflected in the gilt Iinbs of the
throne and the white bones encircling it.

Now and then, at intervals through the night, a small group of |ooters would reappear
wheeling their booty in front of them a bronze statue or a section of portico, hoist theminto
the ship and then vani sh again, ignoring the notionless figure hunched on the throne anong the
shadows. By now Kerans was asl eep, unaware of his fatigue and hunger, waking for a few mnutes
before dawn at the cool est ebb of the night to shout for Beatrice. He had not seen her since his
capture after Bodkin's death, and assumed that Strangman had | ocked her away within the depot
shi p.

At last, after the exploding night with its bravura of drums and star-shells, the dawn
lifted over the shadowfilled square, drawi ng behind it the i mense gol den canopy of the sun
Wthin an hour the square and the drained streets around it were silent, only & distant whir of an
air-conditioner in the depot ship rem nding Keians that he was not al one. Sonehow, by a nanifest
m racle, had survived the previous day, sitting out unprotected in the full noon heat, shaded by
only the cloak of weeds trailing fromhis crown. Like a stranded Neptune, he | ooked out fromthis
make shift pavilion of sea weed at the carpet of bnlhant |ight covering the bones and garbage.
Once he had been aware of a hatchway opening onto a deck above, and sensed that Strangman had come
fromhis cabin to observe him-a few mnutes |ater several buckets of icy water were tossed down
onto him He sipped feverishly the cold drops falling fromthe weeds into his nouth like frozen
pearls. Immediately afterwards he sank off into a profound torpor, waking after dusk just before
the night's festivities were to begin.

Then Strangman had conme down in his pressed white suit and exanmined himcritically, in a
strange access of pity suddenly nurnured: "Kerans, you're still alive, how do you do it?"

It was this remark whi ch sustai ned himthrough the second day, when the white carpet at
noon |l ay over the square in incandescent layers a few inches apart, |like the planes of parallel
uni verses crystallised Qut of the continuumby the i nmense heat. Across his skin the air burned
like a flane. He stared listlessly at the marbl e statues, and thought of Hardman, noving through
the pillars of light on his way towards the nouth of the sun, disappearing over the dunes of
| um nous ash. The sane power which saved Hardman seened to have revealed itself within Kerans, in
some way adjusting his netabolismso that he could survive the unbroken heat. Still he was wat ched
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fromthe deck above. Once a | arge sal amander three feet | ong had darted anmong the bones towards
him its insane teeth like flints of obsidian flexing slowy as it scented Kerans, and a single
shot had roared out fromthe deck, smashing the lizard into a withing bl oodied nmess at his feet.

Like the reptiles which sat notionlessly in the sunlight, he waited patiently for the day
to end.

Agai n Strangman seened baffled to find him swaying in an exhausted deliriumbut stil
alive. A fficker of nervousness creased his nouth, and he glanced irritably at Big Caesar and the
crew waiting around the dais in the torchlight, apparently as surprised as hinself. Wen Strangnan
began to whoop and shout for drums the response was nmarkedly | ess pronpt.

Determ ned to break Kerans' power for once and for all, Strangman ordered two additiona
casks of rumlowered fromthe depot ship, hoping to drive fromhis nen's mnds their unconscious
fear of Kerans and the paternal guardian of the sea he now synbolised. Soon the square was filled
with noisy stunbling figures, tipping their jugs and bottles to their lips, tap dancing on the
drum skins. Acconpani ed by the Admiral, Strangman nmoved swiftly fromone Party to another,
inciting themto further acts of extravagance. Big Caesar donned the alligator head and tottered
about the square on his knees, a whooping troupe of drunmers behind him

Wearily Kerans waited for the climax. At Strangnman's instruc tions the throne was lifted
fromthe dais and | ashed to the cart Kerans lay back Iinply agai nst the head-rest, |ooking up at
the dark flanks of the buildings as Big Caesar heaped the bones and sea-weed around his feet. Wth
a shout from Strangman the drunken procession set off, a dozen men fighting to get between the
shafts of the tunmbril, throwing it fromleft to right across the square and knocki ng down two of
the statues. Amid a chorus of excited. orders from Strangman and the Admiral, who raced al ong be.
side the wheels, trying helplessly to restrain it, the cart rapidly gathered speed and veered away
into a side-street, careened al ong the pavenent before denolishing a rusty |anp-standard.

Bl udgeoning the curly pates of the nen around himw th his massive fists, Big Caesar fought his
way to the front of the shafts, seized one in each hand and enforced a nore | eisurely progress.

H gh above their heads, Kerans sat in the rocking throne, the cool air slowy reviving
him He watched the cerenony bel ow with sem -consci ous detachnent, aware that they were noving
systematically down every street in the drained | agoon, alnost as if he were an abducted Neptune
forced against his will to sanctify those sections of the drowned city whi ch had been stolen from
hi m by Strangman and recl ai ned.

But gradually, as the exertion of pulling the cart cleared their heads and made t hem nove
in step, the nen between the shafts began to sing what sounded like the lay of an old Haitian
cargo cult, a deep crooning nelody that again underlined their anbivalent attitude towards Kerans.
In an effort to re-establish the real purpose of the outing, Strangman began to shout and brandi sh
his flare pistol, after a short scrimmge nade themreverse the direction of the cart so that they
pushed it instead of pulled. As they passed the planetarium Big Caesar |eapt up on to the cart,
clinging to the throne |like an i mense ape, picked up the alligator's head and cl anped it down
over Kerans' shoul ders.

Bl i nded and al nost suffocated by the foetid stench of the crudely skinned hide, Kerans
felt hinmself flung helplessly fromside to side as the tunbril gai ned speed again. The nen between
the shafts, unaware of their direction, raced along the street, panting after gtrangman and the
Adnmiral, Big Caesar pursuing themwith a rain of blows and kicks. Al npbst out of control, the cart
swerved and lurched, narromy missed wecking itself on a traffic island, then straightened up and
accel erated down an open stretch of roadway. As they neared a corner Strangman suddenly shouted to
Bi g Caesar, without |ooking the huge mulatto flung his weight on the rightband shaft and the cart
pi vot ed and bounded up on to the sidewalk For fifty yards it raced al ong hel pl essly, several of
the men tripping over each other's legs and falling to the ground, then in a screamof axle iron
and tinmber collided with the wall and pitched onto its side.

Torn fromits mooring, the throne was flung half-way across the street into a | ow nud
bank. Kerans |ay face downwards, his inpact with the ground softened by the danmp silt, freed of
the alligator head but still trapped in his seat. Two or three of the crew were spreadeagl ed
around hi m and pi cked thensel ves up, and an upended wheel of the cart runbled slowy in the air

St aggering hel plessly with [aughter, Strangnman sl apped Big Caesar and the Admiral on the
back, soon had the rest of the crew jabbering excitedly to each other. They gathered around the
wr ecked cart, then went over to |ook at the upturned throne. Strangman rested one foot upon it
maj estically, rocking the shattered headrest. Hol ding the pose I ong enough to convince his
foll owers that Kerans' power was now truly spent, he bolstered his flare pistol and ran away down
the street, beckoning the others after him Wth a chorus of jeers and shouts, the pack nade off.

Pi ni oned bel ow the inverted throne, Kerans stirred painfully. Hi s head and right shoul der
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were half buried in the bank of caking silt. He flexed his wists against the | oosened thongs, but
they Were still too tight for himto free his hands.

Shifting his weight on to his shoulders, he tried to pull the throne over by his arns,
then noticed that the left-hand armrest had snapped fromits vertical support. Slowy he pressed
his blunted fingers under the armrest and began to work the thongs | oop by | oop over the ragged
stunmp of the support protruding fromthe nortice joint.

When his hand freed itself, he let it fall linply to the ground, then nassaged his bruised
i ps and cheeks, and kneaded the stiffened nuscles of his chest and stonmach. He twi sted hinself
onto his side and picked at the knot clanping his right wist to the other rest, in the brief
flares of light fromthe star-shells | oosened the thongs and freed hinself.

For five minutes he lay inertly under the dark hulk of the throne, listening to the
di stant voices recede into the alleys beyond the depot ship. Gradually the flares faded, and the
street becane a silent canyon, the rooftops faintly illum nated by the fadi ng phosphorescent gl ow

of the dying animal cula, which cast a web-like silver veil over the drained buil dings and turned
theminto the expiring corner of an ancient spectral city.

Craw ing frombelow the throne, he rose uncertainly to his feet, stunbled across the
sidewal k and | eaned against the wall, his head pounding fromthe exertion. He pressed his face
agai nst the cool still-danp stone, staring down the street into which Strangnman and his nmen had
di sappear ed.

Abruptly, before his eyes closed involuntarily, he saw two figures approaching, one
famliarly white-suited, the other tall and bowshoul dered, wal king swiftly down the street towards
hi m

"Strangman . . . !" Kerans whispered. His fingers gripped the |oose nortar, and he
stiffened into the shadows which covered the wall. The two nen were a hundred yards away, but he
coul d see Strangnman's brisk, purposive stride, Big Caesar's |oping step behind him Sonething
gleaned as it caught a ray of I|ight shining down an intersection, a stab of silver that swung from
Bi g Caesar's hand.

Searchi ng the darkness, Kerans edged along the wall, alnbst cut his hands on a ragged
angle of plate glass in a store window A few yards away was the entrance to a | arge arcade
runni ng through the block until it joined a parallel street fifty yards to the west. Black silt a

foot deep covered its floor, and Kerans crouched down as he clinbed the shallow steps, then ran
slow y through the dark tunnel to the far end of the arcade, the soft silt nuffling his |inping
f oot st eps.

He waited behind a pillar at the rear entrance, steadying himself as Strangman and Big
Caesar reached the throne. The machete in the nulatto's giant hand seened little nore than a
razor. Strang man rai sed one hand warningly before touching the throne. Carefully he scanned the
streets and walls of wi ndows, his |lean white jaw illuminated in the noonlight. Then he gestured
sharply at Big Caesar and kicked the throne over with his foot.

As their oaths rang Qut into the air, Kerans drew hinsel f back behind the pillar, then
tiptoed quickly across the street towards a narrow all eyway that ran off into the | abyrinthine
nexus of the university quarter

Hal f an hour later he took up his position on the top floor of a fifteen-storey office
bl ock that fornmed part of the perinmeter wall of the |lagoon. A narrow bal cony ringed the suite of
offices, at its rear leading to a fire escape that trailed off across the | ower roofs into the
jungl e beyond, finally swallowed by the giant retaining banks of silt. Thin pools of water which
had condensed fromthe afternoon heat nists lay across the plastic floors, and after clinbing the
central stairwell Kerans lay down and bathed his face and nmouth in the cool liquid, slowy
soot hi ng his wounded wri sts.

No search party cane after him Rather than concede conplete defeat--the only
interpretation nost of the crew would put upon Kerans' di sappearance, Strangman had evidently
decided to accept his escape as a fait acconpli and forget him assum ng that Kerans would set
sail for the lagoons in the south. Through the night the Iooting parties continued to rove the
streets, each succeeding find signallised by a display of rockets and pyrotechnics.

Kerans rested until dawn, lying in a pool of water, letting it soak through the ragged

strips of the silk dinner jacket that still clung to him washing away the stench of the sea-weed
and silt. An hour before dawn he pulled hinself to his feet, tore off his jacket and shirt and
stuffed themdown a crack in the wall. He unscrewed a glass |ight bracket that was intact,

careful ly scooped up the water fromone of the clean poois on the floor below He had collected
about a quart by the tine the sun was lifting over the eastern perimeter of the |agoon. Two
corridors down he trapped a small lizard in the washroom killed it with a loose brick. He lit a
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fire of tinder with a lens of chipped glass, roasted the filets of dark stringy nmeat until they

were tender. The small steaks nmelted in his cracked nouth with the exquisite tenderness of warm
fat. Recovering his strength, he clinbed back to the top floor and retired to a service cubicle

behi nd the el evator shaft. After wedging the door with a few lengths of rusty bannister rail, he
settled down in the corner and waited for the evening.

The last sunlight was fading over the water as Kerans paddl ed the raft bel ow the fronds of
the fern trees dipping into the water around the | agoon, the bl ood and copper bronzes of the
afternoon sun giving way to deep violets and indigo. Overhead the sky was an i mense funnel of
sapphire and purple, fantasticated whorls of coral cloud marking the descent of the sun like
baroque vapour trails. A slack oily swell disturbed the surface of the |agoon, the water clinging
to the |l eaves of the ferns like translucent wax. A hundred yards away it slapped | azily agai nst
the shattered remains of the jetty belowthe Ritz, throwing up a few broken spars of tinber. Still
restrai ned by the | oose net of nooring lines, the fifty-gallon druns floated together like a group
of hunp-backed alligators. Luckily the alligators Strangman had posted around the | agoon were
still in their nests anong the buildings, or had dispersed into the neighbouring creeks in search
of food as the iguanas retreated before them

Kerans paused before paddling out across the exposed face of the derelict bank adjacent to
the Ritz, scanning the shoreline and the exit creek for any of Strangman's sentries. The
concentration needed to build the raft fromtwo gal vanised iron water tanks had al nost drained his
brain, and he waited carefully before pushing on. As he neared the jetty he saw that the nooring
I ines had been slashed deliberately, the wooden box franme crushed by sone heavy water-craft,
probably the hydropl ane, which Strangman had berthed in the central |agoon

Wedgi ng the raft between two of the floating drunms, where it fl oated unobtrusively anmong
the shifting debris, Kerans pulled hinself up on to the bal cony and stepped over the w ndow | edge
into the hotel. Quickly he nade his way up the staircase, following the trail of huge blurred
footprints on the blue carpet mould which | ed down fromthe roof.

The pent house had been w ecked. As he opened the outer wooden door into the suite a ragged
gl ass panel of the interior air-seal fell to the floor at his feet. Sonmeone had noved through the
roons in a berserk frenzy of violence, systematically snmashing everything within sight. The Louis
Qui nze furniture had been hacked to pieces, disnmenbered | egs and arns hurled through the interna
glass walls. The carpeting over the floor lay in a tangle of long torn strips, even the cord
underlay ripped apart so that the floor seals could be hacked and breached. Its | egs |opped, the
cabi net of the desk lay in two divided sections, the crocodile skin pared fromits edges. Books
were scattered underfoot, nmany of them slashed cleanly into two. A rain of blows had fallen upon
t he mant el pi ece, huge gouges cut into its gilt lip, and enornmous stars of frosted gl ass and
silverscreen burst across the mirror |ike frozen expl osions.

Stepping over the litter, Kerans ventured briefly onto the terrace, where the wire nesh of
the nobsquito screen had been ball ooned outwards until it burst. The beach chairs where he had lain
for so many nonths were chopped to nat chwood.

As he expected, the decoy safe behind the desk had been sprung, its door open on the enpty
vault. Kerans went into the bedroom a faint smile crossing his face when he realised that
Strangman' s housebreakers had failed to find the deep safe behind the bedroommirror over the
escritoire. The dented cylinder of the brass conpass he had idly stolen fromthe base, stil
pointing to its talismanic south, lay on the floor below the small circular mrror, which it had
shattered into a pattern like a magnified snowflake. Kerans carefully rotated the rococo frane,
rel eased the hinge and drew it back to reveal the unbreached dial of the safe.

Darkness fell fromthe air, throwi ng | ong shadows into the suite as Kerans' fingers raced
through the tunblers. Wth a relieved intake of breath he pulled back the door, quickly slipped
out the heavy Colt .45 and its carton of slugs. He sat down on the wecked bed and tore the seals
off the carton, then | oaded the chanber, weighing the nassive black weapon in his hand. He enptied
the carton and filled his pockets with the slugs, then tightened his belt and went back into the
| ounge.

As he surveyed the room he realised that by a curious paradox he bore Strangman little
mali ce for wecking the suite. In a sense its destruction, and with it all his nmenories of the
| agoon, merely underlined sonmething he had been tacitly ignoring for sone tinme, and which
Strangman's arrival, and all it inplied, should have nade hi maccept--the need to abandon the
| agoon and nove southwards. His tinme there had outlived itself, and the air-sealed suite with its
constant tenperature and humidity, its supplies of fuel and food, were nothing nore than an
encapsul ated form of his previous environnent, to which he had clung like a reluctant enbryo to
its yoke sac. The shattering of this shell, Iike the piercing doubts about his true unconsci ous
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motives set off by his near drowning in the planetarium was the necessary spur to action, to his
energence into the brighter day of the interior, archaeopsychic sun. Now he would have to go
forward. Both the past, represented by R ggs, and the present contained within the denolished
pent house, no | onger offered a viable existence. Hs conmtnent to the future, so far one of

choi ce and pl agued by so nmany doubts and hesitations, was now absol ute.

In the darkness the sleek curved hull of the depot ship rose into the air |ike the velvet
belly of a stranded whal e. Kerans crouched down in the shadow of the stern paddle, his |ean
bronzed body nerging himinto the background. He hid in the narrow i nterval between two of the
bl ades, each a rivetted netal slab fifteen feet wide and four feet deep, peering through the
coconut-sized links of the drive chain. It was shortly before midnight, and the l|ast of the
foraging parties was |eaving the gangway, the sailors, bottle in one hand and nachete in the
other, lurching off across the square. The cobbles were littered with burst cushi ons and bongo
drums, bones and burnt-out enbers, all kicked about in a carel ess nel ee.

Kerans waited until the last of the group nmade their way off anong the streets, then stood
up and secured the Colt in his belt. Far away, on the opposite side of the |agoon, was Beatrice's
apartment, its windows in darkness, the light on the pylon extinguished. Kerans had consi dered
climbing the stairs to the top floor, but safely assuned that Beatrice woul d be aboard t he depot
ship, an unwi |l ling house-guest of Strangman

Overhead a figure appeared at the rail, then withdrew. Distantly a voi ce shouted
sonet hi ng, another replied fromthe bridge. A hatchway fromthe galley opened and a pail-full of
filthy slops were tossed down into the square. Already a substantial pool of abyssal fluid had
gat hered under the ship, soon it would fill the |lagoon and the ship would float away again on a
sea of its own excrenent.

Ducki ng under the band of the drive chain, Kerans stepped up onto the | owest bl ade,
qui ckly pulled hinself hand over hand up this curved radial |adder. The paddl e creaked slightly,
rotating a few inches under his weight as the slack in the drive chain was taken in. At the top he
transferred to the steel boomwhich carried the paddl e axle. Steadying hinself on the overhead guy-
rope controlling the blade scraper, he craw ed slowy along the foot-w de boom then stood up and
clinmbed over the passenger rail into the small well of the flag-deck. A narrow conpani onway |ed up
di agonally to the observation deck. Kerans scaled it soundl essly, pausing as he passed the two
i nterveni ng decks in case any sailor with a hangover was noon-gazing at the rail.

Hiding in the lee of a white-painted gig berthed on the deck, Kerans noved forward,
ducking fromone ventilator to the next, reached a rusty winch which stood a few feet fromthe
di ning tabl e where Strangman had entertai ned them The table had been stripped, the divans and
chesterfield drawn up in a row below the giant painting still propped against the funnels.

Voi ces sounded bel ow again, and the gangway creaked as a | ast departure stepped down into
the square. In the distance, over the rooftops, a signal flare glowed briefly agai nst the chi mey
stacks. As it faded Kerans stood up and wal ked past the painting towards the hatchway hidden
behind it.

Suddenly he stopped, hand reaching for the butt of the Colt. Little nore than fifteen feet
away fromhim on the berthing wing of the bridge, the red end of a cheroot glowed in the
dar kness, apparently detached from any corporeal form Poised on the balls of his feet, and unable
to either nove forward or withdraw, Kerans searched the darkness around the glow, then picked out
the white brimof the Adnmiral's peaked cap. A nonent later, as he inhaled contentedly on the
cheroot, the gleamof his eyes reflected the glowi ng tip.

Wil e the nmen bel ow crossed the square, the Admiral turned and surveyed the observation
deck. Over the edge of the wooden rail Kerans could see the butt of a shotgun cradled |oosely in
his el bow. The cheroot swivelled to one side of his nouth and a cone of white snoke dispersed in
the air like silver dust. For a full two or three seconds he | ooked strai ght at Kerans,
sil houetted in the darkness agai nst the nass of figures on the canvas, but he gave no hint of
recogni tion, apparently assuning that Kerans was part of the conposition. Then he strolled slowy
into the bridge-house.

Pi cki ng each footstep carefully, Kerans advanced to the edge of the painting, then ducked
into the shadows behind it. A fan of light fromthe hatchway |ay across the deck. Crouching down,
the Colt steady in his hand, he slowy descended the steps onto the enpty gam ng deck, watching
the doorways for any sign of novenment, for a levelled gun barrel anbng the curtains. Strangman's
suite was directly below the bridge, entered by a panel door in an al cove behind the bar

He waited by the door until a netal tray slanmed in the galley, then | eaned on the handl e
and eased the door off its latch, stepped silently into the darkness. For a few seconds he paused
i nside the door, adjusting his eyes to the dimlight cast into the ante-roomthrough a bead
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curtai n hidden behind a chart cabinet on his right. In the centre of the roomwas a | arge nap
table, roll-maps under the glass top. His bare feet sank into the soft carpeting, and he stepped
past the cabi net and peered through the beads.

The room twice the length, was Strangman's princi pal sal oon, an oaklined chanber wth
| eat her couches facing each other down the side walls, a |arge antique gl obe on its bronze
pedestal below the forward row of portholes. Three chandeliers hung fromthe ceiling, but only one
was lit, over a high-backed Byzantine chair with stained glass inlays at the far end of the room
shining on the jewels which spilled fromthe nmetal gunboxes drawn up on a senmi-circle of |ow
tabl es.

Head back agai nst the chair, one hand touching the slender stemof a gold-I|ipped glass on
a mahagony table at her el bow, was Beatrice Dahl. Her blue brocade dress was spread out like a
peacock's tail, a few pearls and sapphires which had spilled fromher |eft hand gl eani ng anong the
folds like electric eyes. Kerans hesitated, watching the door opposite which led into Strangman's
cabin, then parted the curtain slightly so that the beads tinkled gently.

Beatrice ignored this, obviously too-famliar with the sound of rustling glass. The chests
at her feet were loaded with a mass of jewelled trash--diamante anklets, gilt clasps, tiaras and
chains of zircon, rhinestone necklaces and pendants, huge earrings of cultured pearl, overflow ng
fromone chest to another and spilling onto the salvers placed on the floor |ike vessels to catch
a quicksilver rainfall

For a monent Kerans thought that Beatrice had been drugged-- her expression was vacant and

bl ank, |ike the mask of a wax dummy, her eyes on sone distant focus. Then her hand noved, and she
rai sed the wi ne glass perfunctorily to her |ips.
"Beatrice!"

Wth a start she tipped the wine across her lap, |ooked up in surprise. Pushing back the
beads, Kerans stepped quickly across the room caught her el bow as she began to rise fromthe
chair.

"Beatrice, wait! Don't nove yet!" He tried the door behind the chair, found it | ocked.
"Strangman and his nen are looting the streets, | think there's only the Admiral up on the
bridge."

Beatrice pressed her face to his shoulders, with her cool fingers traced the black bruises
showi ng through his ebony tan. "Robert, be careful! Wat happened to you, Strangman wouldn't | et
me wat ch?" Her relief and pleasure at seeing Kerans gave way to alarm She gl anced anxiously
around the room "Darling, |eave me here and get away. | don't think Strangman will harmne.”

Kerans shook his head, then hel ped her to her feet. He gazed at Beatrice's el egant
profile, at her sleek carm ne nouth and | acquered nails, al nost benused by the heady scent of
perfune and the brocaded rustle of her gown. After the violence and filth of the past days he felt
Ii ke one of the dust-begrinmed discoverers of the tonb of Nefertiti stunbling upon her exquisite
pai nted nask in the depths of the necropolis.

"Strangman' s capabl e of anything, Beatrice. He's insane, they were playing a sort of mad
gamre with me, dam nearly killed ne."

Beatrice gathered the train of her skirt, brushing away the jewels that clung to its
fabric. Despite the lavish assortnent before her, her wists and breast were bare, one of her own
smal | gold clasps in a contoured tw st around her neck. "But Robert, even if we get out--"

"Quiet!" Kerans stopped a few feet fromthe curtain, watching the strands balloon faintly
and then subside, trying to remenber whether there was a porthole open in the ante-room "I've
built a small raft, it should carry us far enough. Later we'll rest and build a better one.”

He started to walk towards the curtain when two of the strands parted fractionally,
sonet hing noved with snake-1ike speed and a whirling silver blade three feet long cleft the air
and spun towards his head |like an i nmense scythe. Wncing with pain, Kerans ducked and felt the
bl ade skim past his right shoulder, tearing a shallow three-inch weal, then inpale itself with a
steely shudder in the oak panelling behind him Voice frozen in her throat, Beatrice backed wild-
eyed into one of the occasional tables, knocking a chest of jewels across the floor.

Bef ore Kerans could reach her the curtain was thrashed back by an enornous arm and a huge
hunch-backed figure filled the doorway, his one-eyed head |owered Iike a bull's bel ow the transom
Sweat poured from his huge nuscled chest, staining his green shorts. In his right hand was a
twel ve-inch barb of gleaning steel, about to thrust upwards at Kerans' stomach.

Si dest eppi ng down the room Kerans steadied the revolver in his hands, the huge negro's
singl e cycl opean eye following him Then he stepped on the open teeth of a necklace clasp
involuntarily stunbl ed back agai nst a sof a.

As he steadied hinself against the wall Big Caesar |aunched hinself through the air at
Kerans, the knife driving through the air in a short arc like the tip of a propellor. Beatrice
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screanmed, her voice abruptly drowned in the tremendous roar of the Colt. Jolted by the recoil,
Kerans sat down in the sofa, watched the nulatto crash crookedly agai nst the doorway, the knife
spilling fromhis hand. A strangled bubbling grunt erupted fromhis throat, and with a cataclysmc
wrench which sunmed up all his pain and frustration he tore at the bead curtain and ripped it from
the transom The bunching nuscles of his torso contracted for the last time. Draped in the
curtain, he fell forwards onto the floor, his vast linbs Iike a bloated giant's, the thousands of
beads spilling around him

"Beatrice! Cone on!" Kerans seized her arm steered her past the prostrate body into the
ante-room his right hand and forearmnunb fromthe jarring discharge of the Colt. They crossed
the al cove, and raced past the deserted bar. Overhead a voice shouted fromthe bridge, and
footsteps hurried across the deck to the rail

Kerans stopped, |ooking down at the vol uninous fol ds of Beatrice's gown, then abandoned
his plan to retrace his entry over the stern paddle.

"We'll have to try the gangway." He pointed to the unguarded entrance by the starboard
rail, the beckoning night-club cupids with flutes to their ruby lips dancing on either side of the
steps. "It may look a little obvious, but it's just about the only way | eft now"

Hal f-way down, the gangway began to rock in its davits, and they heard the Adniral bark
down at themfromthe bridge. A noment |ater the shotgun roared out, the pellets slashing through
the cl apboard roof over their heads. Kerans ducked, at the nouth of the gangway craned up at the
bridge, now directly overhead, saw the |l ong barrel of the shotgun sticking into the air as the
Admi ral manoeuvred about.

Kerans junped down into the square, took Beatrice by the waist and swung her down.

Toget her they crouched under the hull of the depot ship, then darted across the square to the
nearest street.

Hal f-way there Kerans | ooked over his shoul der as a group of Strangman's men appeared on
the far side of the square. They shouted to and fro with the Admiral, then spotted Kerans and
Beatrice a hundred yards away.

Kerans started to run on, the revolver still clasped in his hand, but Beatrice held him
back.

"No, Robert! Look!"

In front of them stretched armto armacross the full width of the street, another group
approached, a white-suited man at its centre. He strolled al ong, one thunb hooked casually into
his belt, the other signalling his nen on, his fingers alnost touching the tip of the machete
brandi shed by the man next to him

Changi ng direction, Kerans pulled Beatrice diagonally across the square, but the first
group had fanned out and cut themoff. A starshell went up fromthe deck of the ship and
illuminated the square in its roseate |ight.

Beatrice stopped, out of breath, helplessly holding the broken heel of her gold slipper.
She | ooked uncertainly at the nmen closing in on them "Darling . . . Robert--what about the ship?
Try to get back there yourself."

Kerans took her arm and they backed into the shadows bel ow the forward paddl e, hidden by
the bl ades fromthe shotgun on the bridge. The exertion of clinbing aboard the ship and then
runni ng about the square had exhausted Kerans, and his |ungs punped in pai nful spasnms, so that he
could barely steady the revol ver.

"Ker ans. " Strangman's cool, ironic voice drifted across the square. He advanced at a
rel axed anble, just within range of the Colt but well screened by the men on either side of him
Al'l carried nachetes and pangas, their faces am able and unhurri ed.

"Finis, Kerans . . . finis." Strangman stopped twenty feet from Kerans, his sardonic |ips
weathed in a soft smle, surveying himwith alnost kindly pity. "Sorry, Kerans, but you're being
a bit of a nuisance. Throw away the gun or we'll Kkill the Dahl girl too." He waited for a few
seconds. "l nean it."

Kerans found his voice. "Strangman--"

"Kerans, this is no tinme for a netaphysical discussion.” A note of annoyance crept into
his voice, as if he were dealing with a fractious child. "Believe ne, no tine for prayers, no tine
for anything. | told you to drop the gun. Then wal k forward. My nen think you abducted M ss Dahl,
they won't touch her." He added, with a touch of nenace: "Cone on, Kerans, we don't want anything
to happen to Beatrice, do we? Think what a beautiful nmask her face will make." He tittered
insanely. "Better than that old alligator you wore."

Phl egm choki ng his throat, Kerans swung around and handed the revolver to Beatrice,
pressing her small hands around the butt. Before their eyes could neet he | ooked away, inhaling
for the last tinme the nmusky perfume on her breasts, then began to wal k out into the square as

file:/lIF|/rah/J.%20G.%20Ballard/Ballard,%20J...0-%20B0o0ok%201%20-%20The%20Drowned%20World.txt (60 of 69) [2/4/03 10:34:15 PM]



file:///F|/rah/J.%20G.%20Ballard/Bal lard,%6203%20G%20-%20B 00k %201%20-%20T he%20Drowned%20Worl d.txt

Strangman had ordered. The latter watched himwith an evil snmirk, then suddenly leapt forward with
a snarl, whipping the others on.

As the long knives lanced through the air after him Kerans turned and raced around the
paddl e, trying to reach the area behind the ship. Then his feet slipped in one of the foetid
pool s, before he could catch hinself he fell heavily. He scranbled to his knees, one armraised
hel plessly to ward off the circle of raised machetes, then felt sonmething seize himfrom behind
and pul I hi m backwards roughly off bal ance.

Recovering his foothold on the danp cobbl es, he heard Strangman shout in surprise. A group
of brown-unifornmed nen, rifles at their hips, stepped rapidly fromthe shadows behind the depot
ship where they had been hiding. At their head was the trim brisk figure of Colonel Riggs. Two of
the soldiers carried a |ight machi negun, a third man two boxes of belt amunition. They quickly
set it up onits tripod ten feet in front of Kerans, levelled the perforated, air-cooled barrel at
the confused nob backi ng away fromthem The rest of the soldiers fanned out in a w dening sem -
circle, prodding the slower of Strangman's nen with their bayonets.

Most of the crew were shanbling backwards in the general nelee across the square, but a
couple of them still holding their pangas, attenpted to break through the cordon. Instantly there
was a short decisive volley of shots over their heads, and they dropped their knives and fell back
mutely with the rest.

"Ckay, Strangman, that will do very nicely." Riggs rapped his baton across the Admiral's
chest and forced hi m back.

Conpl etely disconcerted by all this, Strangnan gaped bl ankly at the sol diers swarm ng past
him He searched the depot ship helplessly, as if expecting sonme |arge siege cannon to be wheel ed
forward and reverse the situation. |Instead, however, two hel neted sol diers appeared on the bridge
with a portable searchlight, swivelled its beam down into the square.

Kerans felt someone take his el bow He |ooked around at the solicitous beak-1ike face of
Ser geant Macready, a subnachine-gun in the crook of his arm At first he alnost failed to identify
Macready, only with an effort managed to place his aquiline features, like a face dimy renmenbered
across the span of a lifetine.

"You all right, sir?" Macready asked softly. "Sorry to jerk you about |ike that. Looks as
if you've been having a bit of a party here."

CHAPTER 13
Too Soon, Too Late

By eight o' clock the next norning R ggs had stabilised the situation and was able to see
Kerans informally. H's headquarters were in the testing station, with a conmandi ng vi ew over the
streets below, and particularly of the paddle-ship in the square. Stripped of their weapons,
Strangman and his crew sat around in the shade under the hull, supervised by the |ight nachine-gun
manned by Macready and two of his nen

Kerans and Beatrice had spent the night in the sick-bay aboard Ri ggs' patrol cruiser, a
wel | -armed 30-ton PT boat which was now noored agai nst the hydroplane in the central |agoon. The
unit had arrived shortly after midnight, and a reconnai ssance patrol reached the testing station
on the perineter of the drained | agoon at about the tine Kerans entered Strangman's suite in the
depot ship. Hearing the ensuing gunfire, they descended inmediately into the square.

"l guessed Strangman was here,"” Riggs explained. "One of our aerial patrols reported
seei ng the hydropl ane about a nmonth ago, and | reckoned you mght have a little trouble with him
if you were still hanging on. The pretext of trying to reclaimthe testing station was a fair
one." He sat on the edge of the desk, watching the helicopter circle the open streets. "That
shoul d keep themquiet for a bit."

"Dal ey seens to have found his wings at |ast," Kerans comented.

"He's had a lot of practice." Riggs turned his intelligent eyes on Kerans, asked casually:
"By the way, is Hardman here?"

"Har dman?" Kerans shook his head slowy. "No, | haven't seen himsince the day he
di sappeared. He'll be a long way of f by now, Colonel."
"You're probably right. | just thought he might be around." He flashed Kerans a

synpathetic snile, evidently having forgiven himfor scuttling the testing station, or sensible
enough not to press the matter so soon after Kerans' ordeal. He pointed to the streets bel ow
glowering in the sunlight, the dry silt on the rooftops and walls |ike caked dung. "Pretty grim
down there. Damm shane about ol d Bodkin. He really should have cone north with us."
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Kerans nodded, | ooking across the office at the nmachete scars sliced into the woodwork
around t he door, part of the damage gratuitously inflicted on the station after Bodkin's death.
Most of the mess had been cl eaned up, and his body, |ying anong the bl oodstai ned programe charts
in the |aboratory below, flown out to the patrol cruiser. To his surprise Kerans realised that
cal lously he had already forgotten Bodkin and felt little nore than a nominal pity for him Riggs
mention of Hardman had rem nded hi mof sonething far nore urgent and inportant, the great sun
still beating magnetically within his nmnd, and a vision of the endl ess sandbanks and bl ood-red
swanps of the south passed before his eyes.

He went over to the window, picking a splinter fromthe sleeve of his fresh uniform
j acket, and stared down at the men huddl ed under the depot ship. Strangman and the Adniral had
gone forward towards the nmachi ne-gun, and were renonstrating with Macready, who was shaking his
head i npassi vely.

"Why don't you arrest Strangnman?" he asked.

Ri ggs | aughed shortly. "Because there's absolutely nothing | can hold himon. Legally, as

he full well knows, he was absolutely entitled to defend hinself against Bodkin, kill himif
necessary." \Wien Kerans | ooked round over his shoulder in surprise he continued: "Don't you
renenber the Reclai med Lands Act and the Dykes Maintenance Regul ations? They're still very much in
force. I know Strangman's a nasty piece of work--with that white skin and his alligators--but
strictly speaking he deserves a nedal for punping out the lagoon. If he conplains, I'lIl have a job

expl ai ni ng that nachi ne-gun down there. Believe me, Robert, if I'd arrived five mnutes later and
found you chopped to bits Strangman coul d have claimed that you were an acconplice of Bodkin's and
I'd have been able to do nothing. He's a clever fellow"

Tired out after only three hours' sleep, Kerans | eaned agai nst the wi ndow, sniling wanly
to hinmself as he tried to resolve Riggs' tolerant attitude towards Strangman with his own
experi ences of the man. He was conscious that an even wi der gulf now divided R ggs and hi nsel f.
Al t hough the Col onel was only a few feet away from him enphasising his argument w th brisk
flourishes of the baton, he was unable to accept wholly the idea of Riggs' reality, alnost as if
his i mage were being projected into the testing station across enornmous distances of time and
space by sone el aborate three-di nensional canmera. It was Riggs, and not hinmself, who was the tine-
traveller. Kerans had noticed a simlar |ack of physical validity about the rest of the crew. Mny
of the original nmenbers had been replaced--all those, anong them W1l son and Cal dwel |, who had
begun to experience the deep dreans. For this reason, perhaps--and partly because of their pallid
faces and weak eyes, in so nmarked contrast to Strangman's nmen, the present crew seened flat and
unreal, noving about their tasks like intelligent androids.

"What about the looting?" he asked.

Ri ggs shrugged. "Apart froma fewtrinkets filched froman old Wolwrths he's taken
not hing that couldn't be put down to natural exuberance on the part of his nmen. As for all the
statues and so on, he's doing a valuable job reclainmng wirks of art that were perforce abandoned.
Though I'mnot sure what his real notives are." He patted Kerans on the shoulder. "You'll have to
forget about Strangman, Robert. The only reason he's sitting quiet nowis that he knows he's got
the law on his side. If he hadn't there'd be a battle royal going on." He broke off. "You | ook all

in, Robert. Are you still getting these dreans?”

"Now and then." Kerans shuddered. "The |ast few days have been insane here. It's difficult
to describe Strangman--he's like a white devil out of a voodoo cult. | can't accept the idea that
he'll go scot free. Wen are you going to re-flood the | agoon?"

"Re-flood the--?" Riggs repeated, shaking his head in bew | derment. "Robert, you really
are out of touch with reality. The sooner you get away fromhere the better. The last thing
intend to do is re-flood the lagoon. If anybody tries I'Il personally blow his head off.
Reclaimng | and, particularly an urban area like this right in the centre of a fornmer capita
city, is aCass A1 priority. If Strangnman is serious about punping out the next two |agoons
he'll not only get a free pardon but a governor-general ship to boot." He | ooked down through the
wi ndow, as the netal rungs of the fire escape rang in the sunlight. "Here he cones now, | wonder
what's on his evil little nind?"

Kerans went over to Riggs, averting his eyes fromthe nmaze of festering yellow rooftops.
"Col onel, you've got to flood it again, Jaws or no | aws. Have you been down in those streets,
they' re obscene and hideous! It's a nightmare world that's dead and fini shed, Strangnan's
resurrecting a corpse! After two or three days here you 'II--"

Ri ggs swung away fromthe desk, cutting Kerans off. An elenment of inpatience crept into
his voice. "I don't intend to stay here for three days," he snapped curtly. "Don't worry, |'m not
suffering fromany crazy obsessions about these | agoons, flooded or otherwise. We're leaving first
thing tonorrow, all of us.”
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Puzzl ed, Kerans said: "But you can't |eave, Colonel. Strangman will still be here."

"Of course he will! Do you think that paddl e-boat has got w ngs? There's no reason for
_him to leave, if he thinks he can take the big heat waves coning and the rain--storns. You never
know, if he gets a few of these big buildings refrigerated he may be able to. In time, if he
recl ai ms enough of the city, there m ght even be an attenpt to re-occupy it. Wien we get back to
Byrd 1'Il definitely put in a reconmendati on, anyway. However, at present there's nothing for nme
to stay for--1 can't nove the station now, but it's a fair loss. Anyway, you and the Dahl girl
need a rest. And_ a brain-lift. Do you realise how lucky she is to be in one piece? Good God!" He
nodded sharply at Kerans, standing up as a firmrap sounded on the door. "You should be gratefu
that | cane here in tine."

Kerans wal ked over to the side door into the galley, eager to avoid Strangnan. He paused
for a nonent to look up at Riggs. "I don't know about that, Colonel. I'mafraid you cane too
late."

CHAPTER 14
G and Sl am

Crouched down in a small office two floors above the barrage, Kerans listened to the nusic
playing amd the lights on the top deck of the depot ship. Strangman's party was still in full
swing. Propelled by two junior nmenbers of the crew, the big paddles rotated slowy, their bl ades
di viding the coloured spot lights and swinging themup into the sky. Seen from above, the white
awni ngs resenbl ed the marquee of a fairground, a brilliant focus of noise and festivity in the
dar kened square.

As a concession to Strangman, Riggs had joined himat this farewell party. A bargain had
been struck between the two | eaders: earlier the nachi ne-gun had been w thdrawn and the | ower
| evel placed out of bounds to the Colonel's men, while Strangman agreed to remain within the
perineter of the [agoon until Riggs had left. Al day Strangman and his pack had roved the
streets, and the random sounds of |ooting and firing echoed to and fro. Even now, as the [ ast
guests, the Colonel and Beatrice Dahl, left the party and clinbed the fire escape to the testing
station, fighting had broken out on deck and bottles were being hurled down into the square.

Kerans had put in a token appearance at the party, keeping well away from Strangman, who
made little attenpt to talk to him At one point, between cabaret turns, he had swept past Kerans,
del i berately brushing his el bow, and toasted himw th his goblet.

"l hope you're not too bored, Doctor. You look tired." He turned a wi cked snile on Riggs,
who was sitting erectly on a tasselled silk cushion with a circunspect expression on his face |ike
a district conm ssioner at a pasha's court. "The parties Dr. Kerans and | are used to are very
different affairs, Colonel. They really go with a bang."

"So | believe, Strangnman," Riggs replied mldly, but Kerans turned away, unable, |ike
Beatrice, to mask his revulsion for Strangman. She was | ooki ng over her shoul der across the
square, a small frown for a moment hiding the nmood of torpor and sel f-imrersion to which she was
agai n returning.

Wat chi ng Strangman fromthe di stance as he appl auded the next cabaret turn, Kerans
wonder ed whet her in sone way he had passed his peak, and was beginning to disintegrate. He now
| ooked nerely | oathsone, |ike a decaying vanpire glutted with evil and horror. The sonetine charm
had vani shed, in its place a predatory gleam As soon as he could, Kerans feigned a mld attack of
mal ari a, and made his way out into the darkness and up the fire escape to the testing station

Now det ermi ned on the only solution available, Kerans' nind felt clear and co-ordi nated
agai n, extendi ng outwards beyond the perineter of the |agoon

Only fifty mles to the south, the rain-clouds were packed together in tight |ayers,
blotting out the swanps and archi pel agoes of the horizon. Obscured by the events of the past week,
the archaic sun in his mnd beat again continuously with its imense power, its identity nerging
now with that of the real sun visible behind the rain-clouds. Relentless and magnetic, it called
hi m southward, to the great heat and subnerged | agoons of the Equator

Assi sted by Riggs, Beatrice clinbed up on to the roof of the testing station, which also
served as the helicopter |anding stage. Wen Sergeant Daley started his engine and the rotors
began to spin, Kerans quickly nade his way down to the balcony two floors bel ow. Separated by a
hundred yards or so on either side, he was directly between the helicopter and the barrage, the
continuous terrace of the building linking the three points.
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Behi nd the buil ding was an enornous bank of silt, reaching upwards out of the surrounding
swanp to the railings of the terrace, on to which spilled a |uxurious outcrop of vegetation
Ducki ng bel ow the broad fronds of the fern trees, he raced along to the barrage, fitted between
the end of the building and the shoul der of the adjacent office block. Apart fromthe exit creek
on the far side of the |agoon where the punmpi ng scows had been stationed, this was the only major
entry point for the water that had passed into the | agoon. The original inlet, once twenty yards

wi de and deep, had shrunk to a narrow channel clogged with nmud and fungi, its six foot-w de nouth
bl ocked by a ranpart of heavy logs. Initially, once the rampart was renoved, the rate of fl ow
woul d be small, but as nore and nore of the silt was carried away the nouth woul d wi den agai n.

From a snall cache bel ow a | oose flagstone he withdrew two square bl ack boxes, each
containing six sticks of dynanite | ashed together. He had spent all afternoon searching through
t he nearby buildings for them confident that Bodkin had raided the arnoury of the base at the
same tine that he had stolen the conpass, sure enough finally found the trove in an enpty lavatory
cistern.

As the helicopter engine began to fire nore loudly, the exhaust spitting brightly into the
darkness, he lit the short 30-second fuse, straddled the rail and ran out towards the centre of
t he barrage.

There he bent down and suspended the boxes froma snall peg he had driven into the outer
row of logs earlier that evening. They hung safely out of view, about two feet fromthe water's
edge.

"Dr. Kerans! Get away fromthere, sir!’

Kerans | ooked up to see Sergeant Macready at the further end of the barrage, standing at
the rail of the next roof. He | eaned forward, suddenly spotting the flickering end of the fuse,
then rapidly unslung his Thonpson gun

Head down, Kerans raced back al ong the barrage, reached the terrace as Macready shouted
again and then fired a short burst. The slugs tore at the railings, gouging out pieces of the
cement, and Kerans fell as one of the cupronickel bullets struck his right leg just above the
ankle. Pulling hinself over the rail, he saw Macready shoul der the gun and junp down onto the
barr age.

"Macready! Go back!" he shouted to the Sergeant, who was | oping al ong the wooden pl anks.
"I't's going to blow"

Backi ng away anong the fronds, his voice lost in the roar of the helicopter as it carried
out its take-off check, he hel pl essly watched Macready stop in the centre of the barrage and reach
down to the boxes.

"Twenty-ei ght, twenty-nine. Kerans concl uded automatically to hinself. Turning his
back on the barrage, he |inped away down the terrace, then threw hinself onto the fl oor

As the trenendous roar of the explosion |ifted up into the dark sky, the inmense fountain
of erupting foamand silt briefly illum nated the terrace, outlining Kerans' spreadeagled form
Froman initial crescendo, the noise seened to nmount in a continuous sustained runble, the
breaki ng thunder of the shock wave yielding to the |ow rush of the bursting cataract. C ods of
silt and torn vegetation spattered on the tiles around Kerans, and he stunbled to his feet and
reached the rail

W deni ng as he watched, the water jetted down into the open streets below, carrying with
it huge sections of the silt bank. There was a concerted rush to the deck of the depot ship, a
dozen arns pointing up at the water pouring out of the breach. It swilled into the square, only a
few feet deep, blotting out the fires and spl ashing against the hull of the ship, still rocking
slightly fromthe inpact of the expl osion.

Then, abruptly, the |ower section of the barrage fell forwards, a brace of a dozen twenty-
foot |1 ogs going down together. The U shaped saddl e of silt behind collapsed in turn, exposing the
full bore of the inlet creek, and what appeared to be a gigantic cube of water fifty feet high
tipped into the street below like a flopping piece of jelly. Wth a dull runbling roar of
col  apsing buildings the sea poured in full flood.

"Kerans!"

He turned as a shot whi pped overhead, saw Riggs running forward fromthe helicopter
| andi ng stage, pistol in hand. H s engine stalled, Sergeant Dal ey was hel ping Beatrice out of the
cabi n.

The buil di ng was shaki ng under the inmpact of the torrent sweeping past its shoul der
Supporting his right leg with his hand, Kerans hobbled into the lee of the snmall tower which had
hel d his previous observation wi ndow. Fromhis trouser belt he pulled the .45 Colt, held the butt
in both hands and fired tw ce around the corner at the approaching hatless figure of Riggs. Both
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shots went wild, but Riggs stopped and backed off a few feet, taking cover behind a bal ustrade.

Feet noved quickly towards himand he | ooked around as Beatrice raced along the terrace.
Reachi ng the corner as Riggs and Dal ey shouted after her, she sank down on her knees beside
Ker ans.

"Robert, you've got to |eave! Now, before Riggs brings nore of his nmen! He wants to kil
you, | know. "

Kerans nodded, getting painfully to his feet. "The Sergeant--1 didn't realise he was
patrolling. Tell Riggs |'msorry--" He gestured helplessly, then took a |last | ook at the |agoon
The bl ack water surged across it through the buildings, level with the top line of their w ndows.
Upended, its paddles stripped away, the depot ship drifted slowy towards the far shore, its hul
sticking up into the air like the belly of an expiring whale. Spurts of steam and foam erupted
fromits exploding boilers, bursting out through the gashes in the hull as it was driven across
the sharp reefs of the half-subnerged cornices. Kerans watched it with a quiet contained pleasure,
savouring the fresh tang that the water had brought again to the [agoon. Neither Strangman nor any
menbers of his crew were visible, and the few fragnents of splintered bridge and funnel swept away
by the water were swall owed and regurgitated by the boiling undercurrents.

"Robert! Hurry!" Beatrice pulled his arm glancing back over her shoul der at the darting
figures of Riggs and the pilot only fifty yards away. "Darling, where are you going? |'msorry |
can't be with you."

"South," Kerans said softly, listening to the roar of the deepening water. "Towards the
sun. You'll be with me, Bea."

He enbraced her, then tore hinself fromher arns and ran to the rear rail of the terrace,
pushi ng back the heavy fern fronds. As he stepped down onto the silt bank Ri ggs and Sergeant Dal ey
appeared around the corner and fired into the foliage, but Kerans ducked and ran away between the
curving trunks, sinking up to his knees in the soft nud.

The edge of the swanp had receded slightly as the water poured away into the |Iagoon, and
he painfully dragged the bul ky catamaran, hone-made from four fifty-gallon druns arranged in
parallel pairs, through the thick rasp-weeds to the water. Riggs and the pilot emerged through the
ferns as he pushed off.

Whil e the outboard kicked into |ife he |ay exhausted on the planking, the shots from

Riggs' .38 cutting through the small triangular sail. Slowmy the interval of water w dened to a
hundred and then two hundred yards, and he reached the first of the small islands that grew out of
the swanmp on the roofs of isolated buildings. H dden by them he sat up and reefed the sail, then

| ooked back for the last tine at the perineter of the |agoon

Ri ggs and the pilot were no |onger visible, but high up on the tower of the building he
could see the lonely figure of Beatrice, waving slowy towards the swanp, changing tirelessly from
one armto the other, although she was unable to distinguish himanong the islands. Far to her
right, rising up above the enconpassing silt banks, were the other faniliar |andmarks he knew so
well, even the green roof of the Ritz, fading into the haze. At last all he could see were the
isolated letters of the giant slogan Strangman's nen had painted, | oom ng out of the darkness over
the flat water |like a concluding epitaph: TIME ZONE

The opposing flow of water slowed his progress, and fifteen mnutes later, when the
hel i copter roared over, he had still not reached the edge of the swanp. Passing the top floor of a
smal | building, he glided in through one of the wi ndows, waited quietly as the aircraft roared up
and down, machi ne-gunni ng the isl ands.

When it left he pushed on again, within an hour finally navigated the exit waters of the
swanp and entered the broad inland sea that would lead himto the south. Large islands, severa
hundred yards in length, covered its surface, their vegetation crowding out into the water, their
contours conpletely altered by the rising water in the short period that had el apsed since their
search for Hardman. Shipping the outboard, he set the small sail, nmade a steady two or three niles
an hour tacking across the light southerly breeze.

H s | eg had begun to stiffen below the knee, and he opened the small nedical kit he had

packed and washed the wound in a peni'cillin spray, then bandaged it tightly. Just before dawn,
when the pai n becanme unbearabl e, he took one of the norphine tablets and fell off into a | oud,
boonmi ng sleep, in which the great sun expanded until it filled the entire universe, the stars

t hemsel ves jolted by each of its beats.

He woke at seven the next norning, |ying back against the nast in bright sunlight, the
medi cal kit open in his lap, the bows of the catamaran ramred lightly into a large fern tree
growi ng off the edge of a small island. A nmle away, flying fifty feet above the water, the
hel i copter raced al ong, nmachine-gun fire flickering fromits cabin at the islands bel ow. Kerans
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shi pped the mast and glided in under the tree, waiting until the helicopter left. Massaging his

| eg, but fearful of the norphine, he made a small neal of a bar of chocolate, the first of ten he
had been able to collect. Luckily the petty officer in charge of stores aboard the patrol boat had
been instructed to give Kerans free access to the nedical supplies.

The aerial attacks were resuned at hal f-hour intervals, the aircraft once flying directly
overhead. From his hiding place in one of the islands Kerans clearly saw Ri ggs | ooking out from
the hatchway, his small jaw jutting fiercely. However, the machine-gun fire becane nore and nore
sporadic, and the flights were finally discontinued that afternoon

By then, at five o' clock, Kerans was al nost conpl etely exhausted. The noon tenperature of
a hundred and fifty degrees had drained the life out of him and he lay |linply under the noistened
sail, letting the hot water drip down onto his chest and face, praying for the cooler air of the
eveni ng. The surface of the water turned to fire, so that the craft seemed to be suspended on a
cloud of drifting flanme. Pursued by strange visions, he paddl ed feebly with one hand.

CHAPTER 15
The Par adi ses of the Sun

The next day, by good |uck, the stormclouds noved overhead between hinself and the sun
and the air grew markedly cooler, falling to ninety-five degrees at noon. The massive banks of
bl ack cumulus, only four or five hundred feet above, dimred the air like a solar eclipse, and he
revived sufficiently to start the outboard and raise his speed to ten mles an hour. G rcling
bet ween the islands, he noved on southwards, follow ng the sun that pounded in his mnd. Later
that evening, as the rain-storms |ashed down, he felt well enough to stand up on one leg by the
mast, letting the torrential bursts rain across his chest and strip away the ragged fabric of his
jacket. When the first of the stormbelts noved off the visibility cleared, and he could see the
sout hern edge of the sea, a line of tremendous silt banks over a hundred yards in height. In the
spasnodi ¢ sunlight they glittered along the horizon like fields of gold, the tops of the jungle
beyond ri si ng above them

Half a mile fromthe shore the reserve tank of the outboard ran dry. He unbolted the notor
and threw it into the water, watched it sink through the brown surface in a faint weath of
bubbl es. He furled the sail and paddl ed sl owy agai nst the head-breeze. By the time he reached the
shore it was dusk, the shadows sweeping across the huge grey slopes. Linping through the shall ows,
he beached the craft, then sat down with his back agai nst one of the drums. Staring out over the
i mrense | oneliness of this dead term nal beach, he soon fell into an exhausted sl eep

The next norning he disnmantled the craft, ported the sections one by one up the enornous
sl udge- covered sl opes, hoping for a southward extension of the water-way. Around himthe great
banks undul ated for miles, the curving dunes dotted with cuttlefish and nautiloids. The sea was no
| onger visible, and he was alone with these few lifeless objects, Iike the debris of a vanished
conti nuum one dune giving way to another as he dragged the heavy fifty-gallon drums fromcrest to
crest. Overhead the sky was dull and cloudless, a bland inpassive blue, nore the interior ceiling
of sonme deep irrevocabl e psychosis than the stormfilled celestial sphere he had known during the
previ ous days. At tines, after he had dropped one burden, he would totter down into the holl ow of
the wong dune, find hinself stunbling about the silent basins, their floors cracked into
hexagonal plates, |ike a dreaner searching for an invisible door out of his nightmare.

Finally he abandoned the craft and trudged on ahead with a small parcel of supplies,
| ooki ng back as the druns sank slowy beiow the surface. Carefully avoiding the qui cksands between
t he dunes, he noved on towards the jungle in the distance, where the green spires of the great
horsetails and fern trees reached a hundred feet into the air.

He rested again below a tree on the edge of the forest, carefully cleaning his pistol
Ahead of himhe could hear the bats screech and dive anpong the dark trunks in the endl ess twilight
worl d of the forest floor, the iguanas snarl and lunge. H's ankle had begun to swell painfully;
the continual extension of the damaged nuscle had spread its original infection. Cutting a branch
of f one of the trees, he hobbled forwards into the shadows.

By evening the rainfall started, slashing at the huge unbrellas a hundred feet above, the
bl ack 1ight only broken when phosphorescent rivers of water broke and poured down on him
Frightened of resting for the night, he pressed on, shooting off the attacking iguanas, darting
fromthe shelter of one massive tree-trunk to the next. Here and there he found a narrow breach in
t he canopy overhead, and a pale light would illuninate a small clearing where the ruined top floor
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of a sunken building | oomed through the foliage, the rain beating across it. But the evidence of
any nman-made structures was increasingly scanty, the towns and cities of the south swall owed by
the rising silt and vegetation

For three days he pushed ahead sl eeplessly through the forest, feeding on giant berries
like clusters of apples, cutting a heavier branch as a crutch. Periodically, to his left, he
glinpsed the silver back of a jungle river, its surface dancing in the rain-storns, but nassive
mangroves forned the banks and he was unable to reach it.

So his descent into the phantasmagoric forest continued, the rain sweeping relentlessly
across his face and shoul ders. Sonetines it would stop abruptly, and clouds of steamfilled the
intervals between the trees, hanging over the waterl ogged floor |ike diaphanous fl eeces, only
di spersi ng when the downpour resuned.

It was during one of these internissions that he clinmbed a steep rise in the centre of a
broad cl earing, hoping to escape the drenching msts, found hinself in a narrow valley between
wooded sl opes. Crowded with vegetation, the hills rolled around the valley |ike the dunes he had
crossed earlier, enclosing himin a green dripping world. Cccasionally, as the msts swirled and
lifted, he caught a glinpse of the jungle river between the peaks half a mle away. The wet sky
was stained by the setting sun, the pale crimson nists tracing the hill crests in the distance.
Pulling himself over the wet clay-like soil, he stunbled into what seened to be the renains of a
smal|l tenple. Tilting gate posts led towards a seni-circle of shall ow steps, where five ruined
columms formed a ragged entrance. The roof had collapsed, and only a few feet of the side walls
still stood. At the far end of the nave the battered altar | ooked out over an uninterrupted view
of the valley, where the sun sank slowy fromsight, its giant orange disc veiled by the m sts.

Hopi ng to shelter there during the night, Kerans wal ked down the aisle, pausing listlessly
as the rain renewed itself. Reaching the altar, he rested his arns on the chest-high marble table,
and watched the contracting disc of the sun, its surface stirring rhythnmically like the slag on a
bow of nolten netal

"Aaa-ah!" A faint al nost inhuman cry sounded thinly into the wet air, |like the groan of a
stricken animal. Kerans | ooked around hi mquickly, wondering if an iguana had followed himinto
the ruin. But the jungle and the valley and the whol e place of stones were silent and notionl ess,
the rain stream ng across the cracks in the collapsing walls.

"Aah-ah!" This tinme the sound came fromin front of him somewhere towards the fading sun
The di sc had pul sed again, apparently drawing forth this strangl ed response, half in protest, half
in gratitude.

W ping the noisture fromhis face, Kerans stepped cautiously around the altar, drew back
with a start when he alnost tripped over the ragged remains of a man sitting with his back to the
al tar, head propped agai nst the stone. The sounds had obviously come fromthis enaciated figure,
but it was so inert and bl ackened that Kerans assumed it mnust be dead.

The man's long legs, like two charred poles of wood, stuck out uselessly in front of him
sheathed in a collection of tattered black rags and bits of bark. H's arnms and sunken chest were
simlarly clothed, strung together with short |engths of creeper. A once |uxuriant but now
thi nning bl ack beard covered nost of his face, and the rain poured across his hollowed but jutting
jaw, which was raised to the fading light. Fitfully the sun shone on the exposed skin of his face
and hands. One of the latter, a skeletal green claw, suddenly rose |like a hand froma grave and
pointed at the sun as if identifying it, then fell linply to the ground. As the disc pul sed again
the face showed some slight reaction. The deep recesses around the nouth and nose, the holl owed
cheeks that encroached so deeply over the broad jaw that they seened to | eave no space for the
buccal cavity within, filled for a nonent as if a single breath of |ife had passed nonentarily
t hrough t he body.

Unabl e to advance, Kerans watched the huge enaciated figure on the ground before him The
man was no nore than a resurrected corpse, w thout food or equi pnent, propped against the altar
Ii ke soneone jerked fromhis grave and abandoned to await the Day of Judgenent.

Then he realised why the man had failed to notice him The dirt and raw sun-blistered skin
around the deep eye sockets turned theminto bl ackened funnels, at the base of which a dul
festering gleamreflected faintly the distant sun. Both eyes were al nbost conpletely occluded by
corneal cancers, and Kerans guessed that they would be able to see little nmore than the dying sun
As the disc fell away behind the jungle in front of themand the dusk swept like a pall through
the grey rain, the man's head raised itself painfully, as if trying to retain the i mage that had
burnt itself so devastatingly upon his retinas, then slunped to one side against his stone pill ow.
Flies began to swarm across the ground and buzzed over his stream ng cheeks.

Kerans bent down to speak to the nan, who seened to sense his novenent. Blindly, the
hol | owed eyes searched the dull ninbus beside him
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"Hey, fellow." Hi s voice was a feeble rasp. "You there, soldier, come here! \Were have you
conme fron?" His left hand scuttled around the wet stony clay like a crab, as if |ooking for
sormet hing. Then he turned back to the vani shed sun, oblivious of the flies settling on his face
and beard. "It's gone again! Aa-aah! It's nmoving away fromne! Help ne up, soldier, we'll follow
it. Now, before it goes for ever."

He held his claw out to Kerans, |ike a dying beggar. Then his bead sl unped back agai n and
the rain poured over his black skull

Kerans knelt down. Despite the effects of the sun and rain, the remants of the man's
uni formtrousers showed himto be an officer. H s right hand, which had renai ned cl osed, now
opened feebly. In his palmwas a small silver cylinder with a circular dial, a pocket conpass
carried in aircrew rescue kits.

"Hey, soldier!" The man had revived abruptly, his eyel ess head turning towards Kerans. "I
order you, don't |eave nme! You can rest now, while | keep watch. Tonorrow we'll nove on."

Kerans sat down beside him undid his small parcel and began to w pe the rain and dead
flies fromthe man's face. Taking the ravaged cheeks in his hands like a child's, he said
carefully: "Hardman, this is Kerans--Doctor Kerans. |I'Il go with you, but try to rest." Hardnan
showed no response to the name, his brows creasing slightly in puzzlenent.

Wi |l e Hardman | ay back against the altar, Kerans began to dig up sone of the cracked
flagstones fromthe aisle with his clasp knife, carried the pieces back through the rain and built
a crude stone shelter around the supine figure, covering the cracks with creeper torn fromthe
wal | s. Al though shielded fromthe rain, Hardman becane slightly restless in the dark al cove, but
soon fell into a shallow sleep, now and then breaking into stertorous breaths. Kerans went back
t hrough the darkness to the jungl e edge, picked an arnful of edible berries fromthe trees, then
returned to the shelter and sat beside Hardman until the dawn broke over the hills behind them

He stayed with Hardman for the next three days, feeding himw th the berries and spraying
his eyes with what was left of the penicillin. He strengthened the hut with nore of the
flagstones, and built a rough pallaisse of |eaves for themto sleep on. During the afternoon and
eveni ng Hardman woul d sit in the open doorway, watching the distant sun through the nists. In the
interval s between the storms its rain-washed beanms lit his green-tinged skin with a strange
intense glow. He failed to renenber Kerans, and addressed himsinply as 'Soldier', sonetinmes
rousing hinmself fromhis torpor to issue a series of disconnected orders for the norrow.
Increasingly, Kerans felt that Hardman's real personality was now subnerged deep within his mnd
and that his external behaviour and responses were nerely pallid reflections of this, overlayed by
his deliriumand exposure synptons. Kerans guessed that his sight had been | ost about a nonth
earlier, and that he had crawl ed instinctively to the higher ground supporting the ruin. From
there he coul d best perceive the sun, the sole entity now strong enough to inpinge its imge upon
his fading retinas.

On the second day Hardnman began to eat voraciously, as if preparing hinmself for another
advance through the jungle, by the end of the third day had consuned several bunches of the giant
berries. The strength seemed to return suddenly to his great ragged frane, and during the
aft ernoon he managed to support hinself on his |egs, |eaning back agai nst the doorway as the sun
sank behind the wooded hills. Wether he now recogni sed Kerans the |atter was unsure, but the
nmonol ogue of orders and instructions ceased.

Kerans felt little surprise when he woke the next norning and found Hardnman had gone.
Rousing hinmself in the thin dawn |ight, Kerans |inped down the valley towards the edge of the
forest, where a snall streamforked on its way towards the distant river. He | ooked up at the dark
boughs of the fern trees hanging in the silence. Feebly he shouted Hardman's nane, listening to
its muted echoes fall away anmong the sonmbre trunks, and then returned to the hut. He accepted
Har dnman' s deci sion to nove on w thout conment, assuming that he might or mght not see the man
again in the course of their comobn odyssey southwards. As |long as his eyes were strong enough to
sense the distant signals transmitted by the sun, and as long as the iguanas failed to scent him
Har dman woul d nove forwards feeling his way through the forest hand over hand, head raised to the
sunl i ght breaki ng anong the branches.

Kerans waited a further two days at the hut, in case Hardman chose to return, then set out
hi nsel f. Hi s nedical supplies were now exhausted, and all he carried was a bag of berries and the
Colt, containing two shells. H's watch was still running, and he used it as a conpass, also
keeping a careful record of the passage of the days by notching his belt each norning.

Foll owi ng the vall ey, he waded through the shallow stream intending to reach the shores
of the distant river. Intermttently heavy rain-stornms beat the surface of the water, but these
now seened concentrated during a few hours in the afternoon and eveni ng.
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When the course of the river required himto nove in a westerly direction for severa
mles to reach its banks, he gave up the attenpt and pressed on southwards, |eaving the deeper
jungle of the hill region and entering a lighter forest, which in turn gave way to |large tracts of
swanp.

Skirting these, he abruptly stepped out on to the shores of an i Mmense | agoon, over a mle
in diameter, ringed by a beach of white sand, through which protruded the top floors of a few
rui ned apartnent houses, |ike beach chalets seen at a distance. In one of these he rested for a
day, trying to nend his ankle, which had becone bl ack and swol |l en. Looking out fromthe w ndow at
the disc of water, he watched the afternoon rain discharge itself into the surface with relentl ess
fury; as the clouds noved away and the water snoothed itself into a glass sheet its colours seened
to recapitulate all the changes he had witnessed in his dreans.

That he had travelled over a hundred and fifty mles southward he could tell fromthe
marked rise in tenperature. Again the heat had becone all-pervading, rising to a hundred and forty
degrees, and he felt reluctant to | eave the lagoon, with its enpty beaches and quiet ring of
jungle. For sone reason he knew that Hardman woul d soon die, and that his own life m ght not |ong
survive the massive unbroken jungles to the south.

Hal f asl eep, he lay back thinking of the events of the past years that had culnminated in
their arrival at the central |agoons and | aunched hi m upon his neuronic odyssey, and of Strangnan
and his insane alligators, and, with a deep pang of regret and affection, holding her nmenory
clearly before his mind as | ong as he could, of Beatrice and her quickening snile

At last he tied the crutch to his leg again, and with the butt of the enpty .45 scratched
on the wall below the wi ndow, sure that no-one would ever read the nessage:

27th day. Have rested and am novi ng
south. Al is well. Kerans.

So he left the lagoon and entered the jungle again, within a few days was conpletely | ost,

followi ng the | agoons southward through the increasing rain and heat, attacked by alligators and
gi ant bats, a second Adam searching for the forgotten paradi ses of the reborn Sun.
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