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FIRST U S. ED TI ON

To ny nother and fat her

Wheresoe' er | turn nmy view,

Al is strange, yet nothing new,
Endl ess | abour all al ong,

Endl ess | abour to be wong.

-- SAMUEL JOHNSON

AUTHOR S NOTE

Sone of the situations described in this novel were incorporated into a
short story entitled "The Inverted Wrld," which was first published in
England in _New Witings in SF--22_ by Sidgw ck & Jackson Ltd.

Beyond a slight duplication of background and the inclusion of a few
simlarly named characters, there is not nuch between the two that is comon.

CHRI STOPHER PRI EST

PROLOGUE

El i zabet h Khan cl osed the door of the surgery, and |ocked it. She wal ked
slowy up the village street to where the people were gathering in the square
out side the church. There had been a nobod of expectancy all day as the huge
bonfire took shape, and now the village children ran excitedly in the street,
waiting for the noment when the fire would be lit.

El i zabeth went first to the church, but there was no sign of Father dos
Sant os.

A few mnutes after sunset one of the nen put a light to the dry tinder
at the base of the pile of wood, and bright flane crackled through and up. The
children danced and junped, crying to each other as the tinber popped and spat
sparks.

Men and worren sat or lay on the ground near the fire, passing flagons of
the dark, rich local wine. Two nmen sat apart fromthe others, each lightly
fingering a guitar. The music was soft, played for its own sake, not for
danci ng.



El i zabeth sat near the rmnusicians, drinking some of the w ne whenever a
fl agon was passed to her.

Later, the nusic becane | ouder and nore rhythmc, and several of the
worren sang. It was an old song, and the words were in a dialect Elizabeth
could not follow A few of the nen clinbed to their feet and danced, shuffling
with arms |inked, very drunk.

Responding to the hands that reached out to pull her up, Elizabeth went
forward and danced with some of the wonen. They were | aughing, trying to show
her the steps. Their feet threw up clouds of dust that drifted slowy through
the air before being caught and swept up in the vortex of heat above the fire.
El i zabeth drank nore wine, danced with the others.

When she stopped for a rest she realized that dos Santos had appeared.
He was standi ng sone distance away, watching the festivities. She waved to
him but he made no response. She wondered if he di sapproved, or whether he
was sinply too reserved to join in. He was a shy, gauche young man, ill at
ease with the villagers and as yet unsure of how they regarded him Like
El i zabeth he was a newconer and an outsider, although Elizabeth believed that
she woul d overcone the villagers' suspicions faster than he woul d. One of the
village girls, seeing Elizabeth standing to one side, took her hand and
dragged her back to the dance.

The fire burned down, the music slowed. The yellow gl ow thrown by the
flames dwindled to a circle about the fire itself, and the people sat on the
ground once nore, happy and rel axed and tired.

El i zabeth refused the next flagon that was passed to her, and instead
stood up. She was rather nore drunk than she had realized, and she staggered a
little. As sone of the people called out to her she wal ked away, |eaving the
centre of the village, and went out into the dark countryside beyond. The
night air was still.

She wal ked sl owWy and breat hed deeply, trying to clear her head. There
was a way she had wal ked in the past, across the low hills that surrounded the
village, and she went that way now, lurching slightly on the irregularities of
the ground. At one tinme this had probably been rough pasturel and, but now
there was no agriculture to speak of in the village. It was wild, beautiful
country, yellow and white and brown in the sunlight; now black and cool, the
stars brilliant overhead.

After half an hour she felt better, and headed back towards the vill age.
Wal ki ng down through a grove of trees just behind the houses, she heard the
sound of voices. She stood still, listening . . . but she heard only the
tones, not the words.

Two nen were conversing, but they were not al one. Sonetimes she heard
the voices of others, perhaps agreeing or commenting. None of it was her
concern, but neverthel ess her curiosity was piqued. The words sounded urgent,
and there was a sense of argument to the conversation. She hesitated a few
seconds nore, then noved on

The fire had burned itself out: now only enbers glowed in the village
squar e.

She wal ked on down to her surgery. As she opened the door she heard a
nmoverent, and saw a man near the house opposite.

"Lui z?" she said, recognizing him

"Goodni ght, Meni na Khan."

He rai sed his hand to her, and went inside the house. He was carrying
what appeared to be a | arge bag or a satchel

El i zabeth frowned. Luiz had not been at the festivities in the square;
she was sure now that it had been him she had heard in the trees. She waited
in the doorway of the surgery a nonent |onger, then went inside. As she cl osed
t he door she heard in the distance, clear in the still night, the sound of
hor ses gal | opi ng away.

PART ONE



| had reached the age of six hundred and fifty mles. Beyond the door
the guil dsmen were assenbling for the ceremony in which | would be adnmitted as
a guild apprentice. It was a nonent of excitenent and apprehension, a
concentration into a few mnutes of all that ny |life had been until then

My father was a guildsnman, and | had always seen his life froma certain
renove. | regarded it as an enthralling existence, charged with purpose,
cerenony, and responsibility; he told me nothing of his life or work, but his
uni form his vague manner, and his frequent absences fromthe city hinted at a
preoccupation with matters of utnost inportance.

Wthin a few minutes the way would be open for ne to join that life. It
was an honour and a donning of responsibility, and no boy who had grown up
inside the confining walls of the creche could fail to respond to the thril
of this major step.

The créche itself was a small building at the very south of the city. It
was al nost totally enclosed: a warren of corridors, rooms, and halls. There
was no access to the rest of the city, except by way of a door which was
normal Iy | ocked, and the only opportunities for exercise existed in the small
gymmasi um and a tiny open space, bounded on all four sides by the high walls
of the creéeche buil dings.

Li ke the other children | had been placed in the charge of the creche
adm ni strators soon after ny birth, and knew no other world. | had no nmenories
of my nother: she had left the city soon after ny birth.

It had been a dull but not unhappy experience. | had made some good
friends, and one of them-a boy a few nmles older than me called Gel nan
Jase--had becone an apprentice guildsman a short tine before nme. | was | ooki ng
forward to seeing Jase again. | had seen himonce since his com ng of age,
when he returned briefly to the créche, and already he had adopted the
slightly preoccupi ed manner of the guildsnen, and | had | earned nothing from
him Now that | too was about to becone an apprentice | felt that he would
have nmuch to tell ne.

The adm nistrator returned to the ante-roomin which | was standi ng.

"They're ready," he said. "Can you renenber what you have to do?"

"Yes."

"Cood | uck."

| discovered that | was trenbling, and the palns of ny hands were noist.
The adm ni strator, who had brought ne fromthe créche that norning, grinned at
me in synpathy. He thought he understood the ordeal | was suffering, but he
knew, literally, only half of it.

After the guild cerenmony there was nore in store for me. My father had
told me that he had arranged a marriage for ne. | had taken the news calmy
because | knew that guildsnen were expected to marry early, and | already knew
the chosen girl. She was Victoria Lerouex, and she and | had grown up together
in the créeche. | had not had nuch to do with her--there were not many girls in
the créche, and they tended to keep together in a tight-knit group--but we
were | ess than strangers. Even so, the notion of being married was a new one
and | had not had nmuch tinme to prepare nyself nmentally for it.

The adm ni strator glanced up at the clock.

"OK, Helward. It's tine."

W shook hands briefly, and he opened the door. He wal ked into the hall
| eavi ng the door open. Through it | could see several of the guildsnen
standing on the main floor. The ceiling lights were on

The adm ni strator stopped just beyond the door and turned to address the
pl atform

"My Lord Navigator. | seek audience."

"Identify yourself." A distant voice, and fromwhere | was standing in
the ante-room | could not see the speaker

"I am Domestic Adm nistrator Bruch. At the command of ny chief



adm ni strator | have sunmoned one Hel ward Mann, who seeks 'apprenticeship in a
guild of the first order."

"I recogni ze you, Bruch. You may admit the apprentice.”

Bruch turned and faced nme, and as he had earlier rehearsed ne | stepped
forward into the hall. In the centre of the floor a small podi um had been
pl aced, and | wal ked over and took up position behind it.

| faced the platform

Here in the concentrated brilliance of the spotlights sat an elderly man
in a high-backed chair. He was wearing a black cloak decorated with a circle
of white stitched on the breast. On each side of himstood three nen, al
weari ng cl oaks, but each one of these was decorated with a sash of a different
colour. Gathered on the main floor of the hall, in front of the platform were
several other nen and a few wonen. My father was anmpong t hem

Everyone was | ooking at ne, and | felt my nervousness increase. My m nd
went bl ank, and all Bruch's careful rehearsals were forgotten

In the silence that followed nmy entrance, | stared straight ahead at the
man sitting at the center of the platform This was the first tine | had even
seen--l et alone been in the conpany of--a Navigator. In ny inmediate
background of the créche such nmen had sonetinmes been spoken of in a
deferential way, sonetines--by the nore disrespectful--in a derisory way, but
al ways wi th undertones of awe for the alnost | egendary figures. That one was
here at all only underlined the inmportance of this cerenmony. My inmmedi ate
t hought was what a story this would be to tell the others. . . and then |
renenbered that fromthis day nothing would be the sane again.

Bruch had stepped forward to face ne.

"Are you Helward Mann, sir?"

"Yes, | am"

"\What age have you attained, sir?"

"Six hundred and fifty mles."

"Are you aware of the significance of this age?"

"I assune the responsibilities of an adult."

"How best can you assune those responsibilities, sir?"

"I wish to enter apprenticeship with a first-order guild of ny choice."

"Have you nade that choice, sir?"

"Yes, | have."

Bruch turned and addressed the platform He repeated the content of ny
answers to the nen assenbl ed there, though it seemed to me that they nust have
been able to hear ny answers as | gave them

"Does anyone wi sh to question the apprentice?" said the Navigator to the
other men on the platform

No one replied.

"Very well." The Navigator stood up. "Come forward, Helward Mann, and
stand where | can see you."

Bruch stepped to one side. | left the podium and wal ked forward to
where a small white plastic circle had been inlaid into the carpet. | stopped
with ny feet in the centre of it. For several seconds | was regarded in
si | ence.

The Navigator turned to one of the men at his side.

"Do we have the proposers here?"

"Yes, My Lord."

"Very well. As this is a guild matter we nmust exclude all others."

The Navi gator sat down, and the man imediately to his right stepped
f orwar d.

"I's there any man here who does not rank with the first order? If so, he
will grace us with his absence.”

Slightly behind me, and to one side of ne, | noticed Bruch make a slight
bow towards the platform and then he left the hall. He was not alone. O the
group of people on the main floor of the hall, about half left the roomby one

or other of the exits. Those left turned to face ne.
"Do we recogni ze strangers?" said the man on the platform There was



silence. "Apprentice Helward Mann, you are now in the exclusive conpany of
first-order guildsmen. A gathering such as this is not conmon in the city, and
you should treat it with appropriate solemity. It is in your honour. Wen you

have passed through your apprenticeship these people will be your peers, and
you will be bound, just as they are, by guild rules. Is that understood?"
"Yes, sir."

"You have selected the guild you wish to enter. Please nane it for al
to hear."

"I wish to becone a Future Surveyor," | said.

"Very well, that is acceptable. | am Future Surveyor C ausewitz, and
am your chief guildsman. Standi ng around you are other Future Surveyors, as
wel | as representatives fromother first-order guilds. Here on the platform
are the other chief guildsnen of the first order. In the centre, we are
honoured by the presence of Lord Navigator d sson."

As Bruch had earlier rehearsed me | made a deep bow towards the
Navi gator. The bow was all | now renenbered of his instructions: he had told
me that he knew nothing of the details of this part of the cerenony, only that
| shoul d display appropriate respect towards the Navigator when formally
i ntroduced to him

"Do we have a proposer for the apprentice?"

"Sir, I wish to propose him" It was ny father who spoke.
"Future Surveyor Mann has proposed. Do we have a seconder?"
"Sir, I will second the proposal."

"Bridge-Buil der Lerouex has seconded. Do we hear any dissent?"
There was a long silence. Twice nore, Causewitz called for dissent, but
no one rai sed any objection to ne.

"That is as it should be," said Causewitz. "Helward Mann, | now offer
you the oath of a first-order guild. You may--even at this | ate stage--decline
to take it. If, however, you do swear to the oath you will be bound to it for

the whole of the rest of your life in the city. The penalty for breaching the
oath is sunmary execution. |Is that absolutely clear in your mnd?"

| was stunned by this. Nothing anyone had said, ny father, Jase, or even
Bruch, had said anything to warn me of this. Perhaps Bruch had not known..
but surely ny father would have told ne?

"Vl ?"

"Do | have to decide now, sir?"

"Yes."

It was quite clear that | would not be allowed a sight of the oath
before deciding. Its content was probably instrunental in the secrecy. | felt
that | had very little alternative. | had cone this far, and already | could

feel the pressures of the system about nme. To proceed as far as this--proposa
and acceptance--and then to decline the oath was inpossible, or so it seened
to me at that nonent.

"I will take the oath, sir."

G ausewitz stepped down fromthe platform wal ked over to ne, and handed
nme a piece of white card.

"Read this through, clearly and loudly," he told me. "You nmay read it
t hrough to yourself before, if you wish, but if you do so you will be
i medi ately bound by it."

| nodded to show nmy understanding of this, and he returned to the stage.
The Navigator stood up. | read the oath silently, famliarizing nyself wth
its phrases.

| faced the platform aware of the attention of the others on ne, not
| east that of ny father.

"I, Helward Mann, being a responsible adult and a citizen of Earth do
sol emmly swear:

"That as an apprentice to the guild of Future Surveyors | shal
di scharge whatever tasks | amgiven with the utnost effort;

"That | shall place the security of the city of Earth above all other
concer ns;



"That | shall discuss the affairs of nmy guild and other firstorder
guilds with no one who is not himself an accredited and sworn apprentice or a
first-order guildsman;

"That whatsoever | shall experience or see of the world beyond the city
of Earth will be considered a matter of guild security;

"That on acceptance as a full guildsman | shall apprise myself of the
contents of the docunment known as Destaine's Directive, and that | shall nake
it my duty to obey its instructions, and that further | shall pass on the
know edge obtained fromit to future generations of guildsnmen.

"That the swearing of this oath shall be considered a matter of guild
security.

"Al'l this is sworn in the full know edge that a betrayal of any one of
these conditions shall lead to ny sunmary death at the hands of my fellow
gui | dsmen. "

| looked up at Clausewitz as | finished speaking. The very act of
readi ng those words had filled me with an excitenent |I could hardly contain.

"Beyond the city . . ." That nmeant | would |leave the city, venture as an
apprentice into the very regi ons which had been forbidden ne, and were even
yet forbidden to nost of those in the city. The créche was full of runours
about what lay outside the city, and already | had any number of wld
i magi ni ngs about it. | was sensible enough to realize that the reality could
never equal those rumours for inventiveness, but even so the prospect was one
that dazzl ed and appall ed me. The cl oak of secrecy that the guildsnmen placed
around it seemed to inply that sonething dreadful was beyond the walls of the
city; so dreadful that a penalty of death was the price paid for revealing its
nat ur e.

Clausewitz said: "Step up to the platform Apprentice Mann."

| wal ked forward, clinmbing the four steps that led up to the stage.
Clausewitz greeted nme, shaking ne by the hand, and taking away fromme the
card with the oath. I was introduced first to the Navigator, who spoke a few
am abl e words to ne, and then to the other chief guildsnen. Causewitz told ne
not only their names but also their titles, some of which were newto nme. |
was beginning to feel overwhelned with new information, that | was learning in
a few noments as nuch as | had learned inside the créche in all ny life to
that date.

There were six first-order guilds. In addition to Clausewitz's Future
Surveyors guild, there was a guild responsible for Traction, another for
Track- Layi ng and anot her for Bridge-Building. | was told that these were the
guilds primarily responsible for the adm nistration of the city's continued
exi stence. I n support of these were two further guilds: Mlitia and Barter
Al this was newto me, but now !l recalled that ny father had sonetines
referred in passing to men who bore as titles the names of their guilds. | had
heard of the Bridge-Builders, for instance, but until this cerenmony | had had
no conception that the building of a bridge was an event surrounded by an aura
of ritual and secrecy. How was a bridge fundanental to the city's survival?
Wy was a mlitia necessary?

I ndeed, what was the future?

| was taken by Causewitz to nmeet the Future guildsnen, anong them of
course ny father. There were only three present; the rest, | was told, were
away fromthe city. Wth these introductions finished | spoke to the other
gui l dsmen, there being at |east one representative fromeach of the
first-order guilds. | was gaining the inpression that the work of a guildsnman
outside the city was a najor occupier of time and resources, for on severa
occasi ons one or other of the guildsnen would apol ogi ze for there being no
nmore of their nunber at the cerenony, but that they were away fromthe city.

During these conversations one unusual fact struck ne. It was sonething



that | had noticed earlier, but had not registered consciously. This was that
nmy father and the other Future guil dsnen appeared to be considerably ol der
than the others. Causewitz hinself was strongly built, and he stood
magni ficently in his cloak, but the thinness of his hair and his lined face
betrayed a considerable age; | estimated himto be at |east two thousand five
hundred nmiles old. My father too, now !l could see himin the conpany of his
contenporaries, seenmed remarkably old. He was of an age sinmilar to Causewtz,
and yet logic denied this. It would nean that ny father woul d have been about
one thousand eight hundred miles at the tinme I was born and | already knew
that it was the customin the city to produce children as soon after reaching
maturity as possible.

The ot her guildsmen were considerably younger. Sone were evidently only
a few mles older than nyself; a fact which gave me some encouragenent as now
| had entered the adult world | wished to be finished with the apprenticeship
at the earliest opportunity. The inplication was that the apprenticeship had
no fixed term and if, as Bruch had said, status in the city was as a result
of ability, then with application | could beconme a full guildsman within a
relatively short period of tine.

There was one person m ssing, whom| would have liked to be there. That
was Jase

Speaking to one of the Traction guildsnmen, | asked after him

"Cel man Jase?" he said. "I think he's away fromthe city."

"Coul dn't he have cone back for this?" | said. "W shared a cabin in the
creéche. "

"Jase will be away for many mles to cone.”

"Where is he?"

The guildsman only sniled at this, infuriating ne . . . for surely, now
| had taken the oath | could be told?

Later, | noticed that no other apprentices were present. Wre they al

away fromthe city? If so, that probably meant that very soon | too could
| eave.

After a few minutes talking to the guildsnmen, Clausewitz called for
attention.

"I propose to recall the administrators,” he said. "Are there any
obj ecti ons?"

There was a sound of general approval fromthe guil dsmen.

"I'n which case,"” Causewitz continued, "I would renmind the apprentice
that this is the first occasion of many on which he is bound by his oath."

G ausewitz noved down fromthe platform and two or three of the
gui | dsmen opened the doors of the hail. Slowy, the other people returned to
the cerenmony. Now the atnosphere |ightened considerably. As the hall filled up
| heard | aughter, and in the background |I noticed that a | ong table was being
set up. There seened to be no rancour fromthe adm nistrators about their
exclusion fromthe cerenony that had just taken place. | assuned that it was a
conmon enough event for it to be taken as a matter of course, but it crossed
my mnd to wonder how much they were able to surnise. Wen secrecy takes place
in the open, as it were, it lays itself open to speculation. Surely no
security could be so tight that merely dismssing themfroma roomwhile an
oat h-taki ng cerenony took place would keep themin the dark as to what was
happeni ng? As far as | could tell, there had been no guards at the door; what
was there to prevent someone eavesdropping while | spoke the oath?

| had little time to consider this for the roomwas filled with
activity. People spoke together in an ani mated way, and there was nuch noi se
as the long table was laid with large plates of food and many different kinds
of drink. I was led fromone group of people to another by my father, and
was i ntroduced to so many people that | was soon unable to remenber nanes or
titles.

"Shoul dn't you introduce me to Victoria's parents?" | said, seeing
Bri dge-Bui | der Lerouex standing to one side with a worman admi ni strator who
assunmed was his wife.



"No . . . that cones later.'
wi th yet another group of people.
| was wondering where Victoria was, for surely now that the guild
cerenony was out of the way our engagenent should be announced. By now | was

| ooking forward to seeing her. This was partly due to curiosity, but also
because she was soneone | already knew. | felt outnunmbered by people both
ol der and nore experienced than me, and Victoria was a contenporary. She too
was of the creche, she had known the same people as nme, was of a simlar age.
In this roomfull of guildsnen she woul d have been a wel come rem nder of what

He led me on, and soon | was shaki ng hands

was now behind nme. | had taken the major step into adulthood, and that was
enough for one day.
Ti me passed. | had not eaten since Bruch had woken me, and the sight of

the food rem nded me of how hungry | was. My attention was drifting away from
this nore social aspect of the cerenony. It was all too rmuch at once. For
anot her half an hour | followed my father around, tal king w thout nuch
interest to the people to whom | was introduced, but what | should really have
wel coned at that nmonent was sone tine left to nyself, so that | could think
over all that | had | earned.

Eventual ly, my father left ne talking to a group of people fromthe

synthetics admnistration (the group which, | |earned, was responsible for the
production of all the various synthetic foods and organic materials used in
the city) and noved over to where Lerouex was standing. | saw them speak

toget her briefly, and Lerouex nodded.

In a moment my father returned, and took ne to one side.

"Wait here, Helward," he said. "lI'mgoing to announce your engagenent.
Wien Victoria conmes into the room come over to ne."

He hurried away and spoke to O ausewitz. The Navigator returned to his
seat on the platform

"Cuil dsnen and administrators!" Clausewitz called over the noise of the
conversations. "W have a further celebration to announce. The new apprentice
is to be engaged to the daughter of Bridge-Builder Lerouex. Future Surveyor
Mann, woul d you care to speak?"

My father wal ked to the front of the hall and stood before the platform
Speaki ng too quickly, he made a short speech about me. On top of everything
el se that had happened that norning this came as a new enbarrassment. Uneasy
together, my father and | had never been so close as he made out by his words.
| wanted to stop him wanted to | eave the roomuntil he had finished, but it
was clear | was still the centre of interest. | wondered if the guildsnen had
any idea how they were alienating me fromtheir sense of cerenony and
occasi on.

To ny relief, ny father finished but stayed in front of the platform
From anot her part of the hail Lerouex said that he wi shed to present his
daughter. A door opened and Victoria cane in, |ed by her nother

As ny father had instructed I wal ked over and joined him He shook me by
the hand. Lerouex kissed Victoria. My father kissed her, and presented her
with a finger-ring. Another speech was nmade. Eventually, | was introduced to
her. W had no chance to speak together

The festivities continued.

| was given a key to the creche, told that | mght continue to use ny
cabin until accommodation could be found in guild quarters, and reni nded once
nore of ny oath. | went straight to sleep

I was awakened early by one of the guildsnen | had net the previous day.
H s name was Future Denton. He waited while | dressed nyself in ny new
apprentice's uniform and then led me out of the creche. W did not take the
same route as that along which Bruch had | ed nme the day before, but clinbed a
series of stairs. The city was quiet. Passing a clock | saw that the tinme was



still very early indeed, just after three-thirty in the norning. The corridors
were enpty of people, and nost of the ceiling lights were di nmed.

W cane eventually to a spiral staircase, at the top of which was a
heavy steel door. Future Denton took a flashlight fromhis pocket, and
switched it on. There were two | ocks to the door, and as he opened it he
i ndicated that | should step through before him

| energed into col dness and dar kness, such extremes of both that they
cane as a physical shock. Denton closed the door behind him and | ocked it
again. As he shone his flashlight around | saw that we were standing on a
smal |l platform enclosed by a handrail about three feet high. W wal ked over

and stood at the rail. Denton switched off his light, and the darkness was
conpl et e.

"Where are we?" | said

"Don't talk. Wait . . . and keep watching."

| could see absolutely nothing. My eyes, still adjusted to the

conparative brightness of the corridors, tricked nmy senses into detecting
col oured shapes novi ng about nme, but in a nonent these stilled. The darkness
was not the major preoccupation; already the novenment of the cold air across
nmy body had chilled me and | was trenbling. | could feel the steel of the rai
in my hands like a spear of ice, and | noved ny hands trying to ninimze the
di sconfort. It was not possible to let go though. In that absolute dark the
rail was nmy only hold on the famliar. | had never before been so isolated
fromwhat | knew, never before been confronted with such an inpact of things
unknown. My whol e body was tense, as if bracing itself against sonme sudden
det onation or physical shock, but none canme. All about ne was cold and dark
and overwhel m ngly silent bar the sound of the wind in ny ears.

As the minutes passed, and ny eyes becanme better able to adjust,

di scovered | could nmake out vague shapes about ne. | could see Future Denton
beside ne, a tall black figure in his cloak, outlined against the |esser

dar kness of what was above him Beneath the platformon which we stood I could
detect a huge, irregularly shaped structure, black and bl ack on bl ack

Around all this was inpenetrable darkness. | had no point of reference,
not hi ng agai nst which | could make distinctions of formor outline. It was
frightening, but in a way which struck enotionally, not in such a way that I
felt at all threatened physically. Sonmetines | had dreaned of such a place,
and then | had awakened still experiencing the after-imges of an inpression
such as this. This was no dreamy the bitter cold could not be inmagined, nor
could the startling clarity of the new sensations of space and di nensi on.
knew only that this was ny first venture outside the city--for this was all it
could be--and that it was nothing Iike |I had ever anti ci pated.

Fully appreciating this, the effect of the cold and dark on ny
orientati on became of subsidiary inportance. | was outside . . . _this_ was
what | had been waiting for

There was no further need for Denton's adnonition to silence; | could
say nothing, and had | tried the words woul d have died in nmy throat or been
lost on the wind. It was all | could do to I ook, and in | ooking | saw not hi ng
but the deep, mysterious cape of a | and under the clouded night.

A new sensation affected me: | could snell the soil! It was unlike
anything | had ever snelled in the city, and nmy m nd conjured a spurious inage
of many square niles of rich brown soil, noist in the night. | had no way of
telling what it was | could actually snell--it was probably not soil at
all--but this inmage of rich, fertile ground had been one that endured for ne
fromone of the books | had read in the creche. It was enough to inmgine it
and once nore ny excitenent lifted, sensing the cleansing effect of the wld,

unexpl ored | and beyond the city. There was so much to see and do. . . and even
yet, standing on the platform it was still for those few precious nonents the
excl usive domain of the imagination. | needed to see nothing; the sinple

i mpact of this fundamental step beyond the city's confines was enough to spark
nmy under devel oped i magi nation into realms which until that nonent had been fed
only by the witings of the authors | had read.



Slow y, the bl ackness becane | ess dense, until the sky above ne was a
dark gray. In the far distance | could see where the clouds met the horizon
and even as | watched | saw a line of the faintest red begin to etch the shape
of one small cloud. As if the inpact of the light was propelling it, this
cloud and all the others were nmoving slowy above us, borne on the w nd away
fromthe direction of the glow. The redness spread, touching the clouds for a
few nonents as they noved away, |eaving behind a | arge area of clear sky which
was itself coloured a deep orange. My whole attention was rivetted on this
sight, for it was quite sinply the nost beautiful thing | had experienced in
my whole life. Al nost inperceptibly, the orange col our was spreadi ng and
lightening; still the clouds which noved away were singed with red, but at the
very point at which the horizon net the sky there was an intensity of |ight
whi ch grew brighter by the mnute

The orange was dying. Far nmore quickly than | woul d ever have guessed,
it thinned away as the source of light brightened. The sky now was a bl ue so
pale and brilliant that it was alnost white. In the centre of it, as if
growi ng up fromthe horizon, was a spear of white light, leaning slightly to
one side like a toppling church steeple. As it grew it thickened and
bri ght ened, beconing as the seconds passed so brilliant and i ncandescent that
it was not possible to stare directly at it.

Future Denton suddenly gripped ny arm

"Look!" he said, pointing to the left of the centre of brilliance. A
formati on of birds, spread out in a delicate V, was flapping slowy fromleft
to right across our vision. After a few nonments, the birds crossed directly in
front of the growi ng columm of light, and for a few seconds they could not be
seen.

"What are they?" | said, nmy voice soundi ng coarse and harsh.

"Just geese."

They were visible again now, flying slowmy on with the blue sky behind
them After a mnute or so they becane lost to sight beyond hi gh ground sone
di stance away.

| looked again at the rising sun. In the short tine | had been | ooki ng
at the birds it had been transformed. Now the bulk of its body had appeared
above the horizon, and it hung in sight, a |long, saucer-shape of light, spiked
above and below with two perpendi cul ar spires of incandescence. | could fee
the touch of its warnth on ny face. The w nd was droppi ng.

| stood with Denton on that small platform | ooking out across the |and.
| sawthe city, or what part of it was visible fromthe platform and |I saw
the I ast of the clouds disappearing across the horizon furthest fromthe sun
It shone down on us froma cloudl ess sky, and Denton rempved his cl oak

He nodded to ne, and showed nme how we could clinb down fromthe
platform by way of a series of netal |adders, to the | and bel ow. He went
first. As | stepped down, and stood for the first tine on natural ground,
heard the birds which had nested in the upper crannies of the city begin their
nor ni ng song.

Future Denton wal ked with me once around the periphery of the city, then
took me out across the ground towards a small cluster of tenporary buil di ngs
whi ch had been erected about five hundred yards fromthe city. Here he
i ntroduced me to Track Maichuskin, then returned to the city.

The Track was a short, hairy man, still half-asleep. He didn't seemto
resent the intrusion, and treated me with some politeness.

"Apprentice Future, are you?"

| nodded. "I've just come fromthe city."
"First time out?"
"Yes."

"Had any breakfast ?"



"No . . . the Future got nme out of bed, and we've cone nore or |ess
straight here.™

"Cone inside . . . I'll nake sone coffee.”

The interior of the hut was rough and untidy, in contrast to what | had
seen within the city. There cleanliness and tidiness seemed to be of great
i mportance, but Ml chuskin's hut was littered with dirty pieces of clothing,
unwashed pots and pans, and half-eaten neals. In one corner was a large pile
of metal tools and instrunments, and against one wall was a bunk, the covers
thrown back in a heap. There was a background snell of old food.

Mal chuskin filled a pan with water, and placed it on a cooking-ring. He
found two mugs sonewhere, rinsed themin the butt, and shook themto renove
the surplus water. He put a neasure of synthetic coffee into a jug, and when
the water boiled filled it up

There was only one chair in the hut. Ml chuskin renmoved some heavy stee
tools fromthe table, and noved it over to the bunk. He sat down, and
indicated that | should pull up the chair. W sat in silence for a while,
sipping the coffee. It was made in exactly the sane way as it was in the city,
and yet it seenmed to taste different.

"Haven't had too many apprentices lately."

"Why's that?" | said

"Can't say. Not many of them com ng up. Who are you?"

"Hel ward Mann. My father's--"

"Yeah, | know. Good nan. W were in the creche together."

| frowned to nyself at that. Surely, he and my father were not of the
same age? Mal chuski n saw ny expression

"Don't let it bother you," he said. "You'll understand one day. You'l
find out the hard way, just like everything else this goddam guild system
makes you learn. It's a strange life in the Future guild. It wasn't for ne,
but I guess you'll nake out."

"Way didn't you want to be a Future?"

"I didn't say | didn't want it . . . | neant it wasn't ny lot. My own
father was a Tracksman. The guild system again. But you want it hard, they've
put you in the right hands. Done much manual work?"

"No . . ."

He | aughed out |oud. "The apprentices never have. You'll get used to
it." He stood up. "It's tine we started. It's early, but now you' ve got ne out
of bed there's no point being idle. They're a lazy |ot of bastards.™

He left the hut. | finished the rest of ny coffee in a hurry, scalding

nmy tongue, and went after him He was wal ki ng towards the other two buil di ngs.
| caught hi m up.

Wth a metal wench he had taken fromthe hut he banged | oudly on the
door of each of the other two buil dings, bawing at whoever was inside to get
up. | saw fromthe marks on the doors that he probably always hit themwth a
pi ece of netal

We heard novenent inside

Mal chuski n went back to his hut and began sorting through sonme of the
t ool s.

"Don't have too much to do with these nmen," he warned nme. "They're not
fromthe city. There's one of them 1've put himin charge. Rafael. He speaks
alittle English, and acts as interpreter. |If you want anything, speak to him
Better still, cone to ne. There's not likely to be trouble, but if there is .

call me. OK ?"

"What kind of trouble?"

"They don't do what you or | tell them They' re being paid, and they get
paid to do what we want. It's trouble if they don't. But the only thing wong
with this lot is that they're too lazy for their own good. That's why we start
early. It gets hot later on, and then we mght as well not bother."

It was already warm The sun had risen high while | had been with
Mal chuskin, and ny eyes were beginning to water. They weren't accustonmed to
such bright light. | had tried to glance at the sun again, but it was



i mpossible to ook directly at it.

"Take these!" Ml chuskin passed me a large arnful of steel wenches, and
| staggered under the weight, dropping two or three. He watched in silence as
| picked them up, ashaned at mny ineptitude.

"Where to?" | said

"The city, of course. Don't they teach you anything in there?"

| headed away fromthe hut towards the city. Ml chuskin watched fromthe
door of his hut.

"South side!" he shouted after ne. | stopped, and | ooked round
hel pl essly. Ml chuski n cane over to ne.

"There." He pointed. "The tracks at the south of the city. O K ?"

"O K" | walked in that direction, dropping only one nore wrench on the
way.

After an hour or two | began to see what Ml chuskin had meant about the
men who worked with us. They stopped at the slightest excuse, and only
Mal chuskin's baw ing or Rafael's sullen instructions kept themat it.

"Who are they?" | asked Mal chuskin when we stopped for a fifteen-mnute
br eak.

"Local nmen."

"Couldn't we hire sone nore?"

"They're all the same round here."

| synmpathized with themto a certain degree. Qut in the open, with no
shade at all, the work was vigorous and hard. Al though | was determined not to
sl acken, the physical strain was nore than | could bear. Certainly, it was
nore strenuous than anything | had ever experienced.

The tracks at the south of the city ran for about half a mle, ending in
no particul ar place. There were four tracks, each consisting of two mnetal
rails supported on tinber sleepers which were in turn resting on sunken
concrete foundations. Two of the tracks had al ready been consi derably
shortened by Mal chuskin and his crew, and we were working on the | ongest one
still extant, the one laid as right outer

Mal chuskin explained that if | assuned the city was to the front of us,
the four tracks were identified by left and right, outer and inner in each
case.

There was little thought involved. What had to be done was routine, but
heavy.

In the first place the tie-bars connecting the rail to the sleepers had
to be released for the whole length of the section of rail. This was then laid
to one side, and the other rail simlarly released. Next we tackled the
sl eepers. These were attached to the concrete foundati ons by two clanps, each
of which had to be slackened and renoved manual | y. Wen the sl eeper cane free
it was stacked on a bogi e which was waiting on the next section of track. The
concrete foundation, which | discovered was prefabricated and re-usable, then
had to be dug out of its soil enplacenent and sinilarly placed on the bogie.
When all this was done, the two steel rails were placed on special racks al ong
the side of the bogie.

Mal chuskin or | would then drive the battery-powered bogie up to the
next section of track, and the process would be repeated. \When the bogi e was
fully | oaded, the entire track-crew would ride on it up to the rear of the
city. Here it would be parked, and the battery recharged froman electrica
point fitted to the wall of the city for this purpose.

It took us nost of the norning to |l oad the bogie and take it up to the
city. My arnms felt as if they had been stretched fromtheir sockets, my back
was aching, | was filthy dirty and | was covered with sweat. Ml chuskin, who
had done no |l ess work than any of the others--probably nore than any of the
hired | abour--grinned at ne.

"Now we unload and start again," he said.

| 1 ooked over at the |l abourers. They |ooked like |I felt, although



suspected | too had done nore work than they, considering | was newto it and
hadn't yet learnt the art of using nmy muscles econonically. Mst of them were
lying back in what little shadow was afforded by the bulk of the city.

"OK," | said.

"No . . . | was joking. You think that lot'd do any nore without a
bel I yful of food?"

"No. "

"Right, then . . . we eat."

He spoke to Rafael, then wal ked back across towards his hut. | went wth

him and we shared sone of the heated-up synthetic food that was all he could
offer.

The afternoon started with the unloading. The sl eepers, foundations, and
rails were | oaded on to another battery-powered vehicle which travelled on
four large balloon tyres. Wen the transfer was conpl eted, we took the bogie
down to the end of the track and began again. The afternoon was hot, and the
men wor ked slowy. Even Ml chuskin had eased up, and after the bogi e had been
refilled with its next |load he called a halt.

"Li ke to have got another load in today,'
draught froma bottle of water

he said, and took a | ong

"I"'mready," | said.

"Maybe. You want to do it on your own?"

"But I'mwilling," | said, not wanting to reveal the exhaustion | was
feeling.

"As it is you'll be useless tonmorrow. No, we get this bogi e unl oaded,

run it down to the track-end, and that's it."

That wasn't quite it, as things turned out. Wen we returned the bogie
to the track-end, Malchuskin started the nen filling in the |ast section of
the track with as nuch | oose soil and dirt as we could find. This rubble was
laid for twenty yards

| asked Mal chuskin its purpose.

He nodded over towards the nearest long track, the left inner. At its
end was a massive concrete buttress, stayed firmy into the ground.

"You'd rather put up one of those instead?" he said.

"What is it?"

"A buffer. Suppose the cables all broke at once. . . the city'd run
backwards off the rails. As it is the buffers wouldn't put up much resistance,
but it's all we can do."

"Has the city ever run back?"

"Once. "

Mal chuskin offered ne the choice of returning to ny cabin in the city,
or remaining with himin his hut. The way he put it didn't |eave me nmuch
choi ce. He obviously had | ow regard for the people inside the city and told ne
he rarely Went inside.

"It's a cosy existence," he said. "Half the people in the city don't
know what's going on out here, and | don't suppose they'd care if they did
know. "

"Why shoul d they have to know? After all, if we can keep worKking
snoothly, it's not their problem"”
"I know, | know. But | wouldn't have to use these dammed | ocal nen if

nore city people cane out here.”

In the near-by dormitory huts the hired nmen were tal king noisily; sone
wer e singing.

"Don't you have anything at all to do with then®"

"I just use them They're the Barter people's pigeon. If they get too
lousy | lay themoff and get the Barters to find me sone nore. Never
difficult. Wrk's in short supply round here."



"Where is this?"

"Don't ask me . . . that's up to your father and his guild. | just dig
up old tracks."

| sensed that Mal chuskin was less alienated fromthe city than he nade
out. | supposed his relatively isolated existence gave hi msone contenpt for
those within the city, but as far as | could see he didn't have to stay out
here in the hut. Lazy the workers m ght be, and just now noisy, but they
seened to act in an orderly manner. Maichuskin nade no attenpt to supervise
t hem when there was no work to be done, so he could have stayed in the city if
he chose.

"Your first day out, isn't it?" he said suddenly.

"That's right."

"You want to watch the sunset?"
“"No . . . why?"

"The apprentices usually do."
"OK™"

Almost as if it were to please himl went out of the hut and | ooked past
the bulk of the city towards the north-east. Ml chuskin came up behind ne.

The sun was near the horizon and already |I could feel the wind cold on
nmy back. The cl ouds of the previous night had not returned, and the sky was
clear and blue. | watched the sun, able to look at it w thout hurting ny eyes
now that its rays were diffused by the thickness of the atnosphere. It had the
shape of a broad orange disk, slightly tilted down towards us. Above and
bel ow, tall spires of light rose fromthe centre of the disk. As we watched it
sank sl owy beneath the horizon, the upper point of light being the last to
vani sh.

"You sleep in the city, you don't get to see that," Ml chuskin said.

"It's very beautiful,” | said.
"You see the sunrise this norning?"
"Yes."

Mal chuski n nodded. "That's what they do. Once a kid's nade it to a
guild, they throw himin at the deep end. No explanation, right? Qut in the
dark, until up conmes the sun."

"Why do they do that?"

"Quild system They believe it's the quickest way to get an apprentice
to understand that the sun isn't the sane as he's been taught."

"Isn"t it?" | said.

"What were you taught?"

"That the sun is spherical."

"So they still teach that. Well, now you've seen that the sun isn't.
Make anything of it?"
"No. "

"Think about it. Let's go and eat."

W returned to the hut and Mal chuskin directed ne to start heating up
some food while he bolted another bunk-frame on top of the vertical supports
around his own. He found some bedding in a cupboard, and dumped it on the
bunk.

"You sleep here," he said, indicating the upper bunk. "You restless at

ni ght ?"

"l don't think so."

"We'll try it for one night. If you keep noving around, we'll change
over. | don't like being disturbed."”

| thought there was little chance | would disturb him | could have
slept on the side of a cliff that night, | was so tired. W ate the tastel ess
food together, and afterwards Ml chuskin tal ked about his work on the tracks.
| paid himscant attention, and a few ninutes later | lay on nmy bunk
pretending to listen to him | fell asleep al nost at once.



| was woken the next morning by Michuskin noving about the hut,
clattering the dishes fromthe previous evening's neal. | nmade to get out of
t he bunk as soon as | was fully conscious, but at once | was paral ysed by a
stab of pain in nmy back. | gasped.

Mal chuski n | ooked up at ne, grinning.

"Stiff?" he said.

| rolled over on to nmy side, and tried to draw nny | egs up. These too
were stiff and painful, but with a considerable effort | nanaged to get nyself
into a sitting position. | sat still for a nonent, hoping that the pain was
cranp and that it would pass.

"Always the same with you kids fromthe city," Ml chuskin said, but
wi t hout nmalice. "You conme out here, keen I'll grant you. A day's work and
you're so stiff you becone useless. Don't you get any exercise in the city?"

"Only in the gymasium"

"OK . . . get down here and have sone breakfast. After that, you'd
better go back to the city. Have a hot bath, and see if you can find sonmeone
to give you a nassage. Then report back here.™

| nodded gratefully and cl anbered down fromthe bunk. This was no easier
and no | ess painful than anything else I'd attenpted so far. | discovered that
nmy arns, neck, and shoul ders were as stiff as the rest of ne.

| left the hut thirty mnutes later, just as Ml chuskin was baw i ng at
the men to get started. | headed back towards the city, linmping slowy.

It was the first tine | had been left to ny own devices away fromthe
city. When in the conpany of others, one never sees as nuch as when al one. The
city was five hundred yards from Mal chuskin's hut, and that was an adequate
di stance to be able to get some inpression of its overall size and appearance.
Yet during the whole of the previous day | had been able to afford it only the
barest of glances. It was sinply a large, gray bulk, dom nating the |andscape.

Now, hobbling al one across the ground towards it | could inspect it in
nore detail.

Fromthe Iimted experience | had had of the interior of the city, | had
never given much thought to what it mght look like fromoutside. | had al ways
conceived of it as being large, but the reality was that the city was rather
smal ler than | had imagi ned. At its highest point, on the northern side, it
was approxi mately two hundred feet high, but the rest of it was a junble of
rectangl es and cubes, fitted into what seened to be a patternl ess arrangenent
of varying elevations. It was a dull brown and gray col our, nade as far as |
could tell frommany different kinds of tinber. There seemed to be very little
use of concrete or nmetals, and nothing was painted. This external appearance
contrasted sharply with the interior--or at |east, those few areas | had
seen--whi ch were clean and brightly decorated. As Ml chuskin's hut was
directly to the west of the city, it was inpossible for me to estinmate the
width as | wal ked towards it, though | estimated its length to be about one
t housand five hundred feet. | was surprised howugly it was, and how old it
appeared to be. There was nuch activity about, particularly to the north.

As | came near to the city it occurred to me that | had no idea how
could enter it. Yesterday, Future Denton had taken nme around the exterior of
the city, but ny nmind had been so swanped with new i npressions that | had
absorbed very few of the details pointed out to me. It had | ooked so different
t hen.

My only clear nenory was that there was a door behind the platformfrom
whi ch we had observed the sunrise, and | deternmined to head for that. This was
not as easy as | imagined.

| went to the south of the city, stepping over the tracks which | had
been working on the previous day, and nmoved round to the east side, where
felt sure Denton and | had descended by way of a series of metal | adders.
After a long search | found such an access, and began to clinmb. | went w ong
several times, and only after a long period of clanbering painfully al ong
catwal ks and clinbing gingerly up ladders did | locate the platform | found



that the door was still | ocked.

| had no alternative but to ask. | clinbed down to the ground, and went
once nmore to the south of the city where Ml chuskin and the gang of nmen had
started work again on dismantling the track

Wth an air of aggrieved patience, Mlchuskin |eft Rafael in charge, and
showed me what to do. He led me up the narrow space between the two inner
tracks, directly beneath the lip of the city's edge. Underneath the city it
was dark and cool

W stopped by a netal staircase.

"At the top of that there's an el evator," he said. "You know what that

i s?"

"Yes."

"You' ve got a guild key?"

| funmbled in a pocket and produced an irregul arly shaped piece of netal
that C ausewitz had given ne. It opened the lock on the créche door. "Is this
it?"

"Yes. There's a lock on the elevator. Go to the fourth level, find an
adm ni strator, and ask if you can use the bathroom™

Feeling very stupid | did as he directed. | heard Ml chuskin | aughi ng as
he wal ked back towards the daylight. |I found the el evator without difficulty,
but the doors would not open when | turned the key. | waited. A few nonents
| ater the doors opened abruptly, and two guildsmen cane out. They took no
notice of ne, and went down the steps to the ground.

Suddenl y, the doors began to close of their own accord, and | hurried
inside. Before |I could find any way of controlling the elevator, it began to
nmove upwards. | saw a row of keyed buttons placed on the wall near the door
nunbered fromone to seven. | jabbed ny key into nunmber four, hoping that this
was the right one. The el evator-car seemed to be noving for a long tinme, but
then it halted abruptly. The doors opened and | stepped forward. As | cane out
into the passageway, three nore guildsmen stepped into the car

| caught a glinpse of a painted sign on the wall opposite the car
SEVENTH LEVEL. | had cone too far. Just as the doors were closing, | hurried
i nsi de agai n.

"Where are you goi ng, apprentice?" one of the guildsnmen said.

"Fourth level."

"OK., relax."

He used his own key on nunmber four, and this time when the car stopped
it was on the right level. | nunbled ny thanks to the guil dsman who had spoken
to me, and stepped out of the el evator.

In ny various preoccupations | had been able to overl ook the disconforts
in my body for the last few mnutes, but now!l felt tired and ill once nore.
In this part of the city there seemed to be so nmuch activity: many people
nmovi ng about the corridors, conversations going on, doors opening and cl osing.
It was different fromoutside the city, for there was a tineless quality to
the still countryside, and although people nmoved and worked out there the
at nosphere was nore |eisurely. The |labours of men Iike Ml chuskin and his gang
had an el enental purpose, but here, in the heart of the upper |evels which had
for so I ong been forbidden to ne, all was mysterious and conplicated.

| remenbered Mal chuskin's instructions and, choosing a door at random |
opened it and went inside. There were two wonen inside; they were anused but
hel pful when | told them what | wanted.

A few mnutes later | lowered ny aching body into a bathful of hot
wat er, and cl osed mnmy eyes.

It had taken ne so nuch time and effort to get nmy bath, that | had
wonder ed whether | would benefit by it at all; the fact was that when | had
towel l ed nyself dry and dressed again the stiffness was not nearly as bad.
There were still traces of it when | stretched nmy muscles, but the tiredness
had gone from ny body.



My early return to the city had inevitably brought Victoria to mnd. The
glinpse | had had of her at the cerenony had hei ghtened nmy curiosity. The
t hought of returning immediately to dig old sleepers out of the ground pal ed
somewhat --al though | felt | shouldn't stay away from Mal chuskin for too
long--and | decided to see if | could find her

| left the bathroom and hurried back to the elevator. It was not in
use, but | had to sunmon it to the floor I was on. Wen it arrived | was able
to study its controls in rather nore detail. | decided to experiment.

| travelled first to the seventh level, but froma brief excursion into
its corridors | could see no i medi ately obvious difference fromthe | evel
had just left. The sane was true for nost of the other levels, though there
was nore apparent activity on the third, fourth, and fifth. The first |evel
was the dark tunnel actually beneath the city itself.

| travelled up and down a couple of tines, discovering that there was a
surprisingly long distance between the first and second levels. Al other
di stances were very short. | left the elevator at the second |l evel, feeling
intuitively that this would be where | would find the creche, and that if |
was wong | would go in search of it on foot.

Opposite the el evator entrance on the second level was a flight of steps
descending to a transverse corridor. | had a vague recollection of this from
when Bruch had taken ne up to the cerenobny, and soon | came across the door
leading in to the creche.

Once inside, | locked the door with the guild key. It was all so
famliar. | realized that until the nonent | shut the door ny novenents had
been guarded and cautious, but now !l felt at home. | hurried down the steps,
and wal ked al ong the short corridor of the area | knew so well. It | ooked
different fromthe rest of the city, and it snelt different. | saw the
fam liar scratches on the walls, where generations of children before nme had
i nscribed their nanes, saw the old brown paint, the worn coverings on the
floors, the unlockable doors to the cabins. Qut of long habit | headed
straight for ny cabin, and went inside. Everything here was untouched. The bed
had been made up, and the cabin was tidier than it had ever been when | was
using it regularly, but ny few possessions were still in place. So too were
Jase's, though there was no sign of him

| 1 ooked round once nore, then returned to the corridor. The purpose of

the visit to ny cabin had been fulfilled: | had no purpose. | headed on down
the corridor, towards the various roons where we had been given | essons. Mited
noi ses cane through the closed doors. | peered through the circular gl ass
peephol es, and saw the classes in progress. A few days earlier, | had been in
there. In one room| saw ny erstwhile contenporaries; some of them I|ike ne,
no doubt headed for an apprenticeship with one of the first-order guilds, nost
of them destined for adnministrative jobs in the city. | was tenpted to go in

and take their questions in ny stride, nmaintaining a nysterious silence.

There was no segregation of the sexes in the créche, and in each room|l
peered into | searched for a sight of Victoria; she did not appear to be
there. Wien | had checked all the classroons | went down to the general area:
t he di ning-hall (here there was background noi se of the m dday neal being
prepared), the gymasium (enpty), and the tiny open space, which gave access
only to the blue sky above. | went to the comonroom that one place in the
whol e extent of the créche which could be used for general recreation. Here
there were several boys, sonme of whom | had been working with only a few days
before. They were talking idly--as was usual when |eft alone for the purposes
of private study--but as soon as they noticed nme | becane the centre of
attention. It was the situation | had just now resisted.

They wanted to know which guild | had joined, what | was doi ng, what |
had seen. What happened when | cane of age? Wiat was outside the créche?

Curiously, | wouldn't have been able to answer nany of their questions,
even if | had been able to break the oath. Al though |I had done nmany things in
the space of a couple of days, | was still a stranger to all that | was

seei ng.



I found nyself resorting--as indeed Jase had done--to conceal i ng what
little | knew behind a barrier of crypticismand hunour. It clearly
di sappoi nted the boys, and although their interest did not dininish the
guesti ons soon stopped.

| left the créche as soon as | could, since Victoria was evidently no
| onger there.

Descendi ng by way of the elevator, | returned to the dark area beneath
the bulk of the city, and wal ked out between the tracks to the sunlight.
Mal chuski n was exhorting his unwilling | abourers to unload the bogie of its

rails and sl eepers, and he hardly noticed that | had returned.

The days passed slowy, and | made no nore return visits to the city.

| had learned the error of ny ways by throw ng nyself too
ent husiastically into the physical side of the track-work. | decided to foll ow
Mal chuskin's | ead, and confined nyself in the main to supervising the hired
| abourers. Only occasionally would he and I pitch in and hel p. Even so, the
wor k was arduous and long, and | felt ny body responding to the new | abours. |
soon felt fitter than | had ever done in ny life before, ny skin was reddeni ng
under the rays of the sun, and soon the physical work becane | ess of a strain.

My only real conplaint was with the unvarying diet of synthesized food
and Mal chuskin's inability to talk interestingly about the contribution we
were making to the city's security. We would work late into the evenings, and
after a rough nmeal we woul d sl eep

Qur work on the tracks to the south of the city was nearly conplete. Qur
task was to renove all the track and erect four buffers at a uniformdistance
fromthe city. The track we renoved was carried round to the north of the city
where it was being re-laid.

One eveni ng, Malchuskin said to me: "How | ong have you been out here?"

“I'"'mnot sure."

"I'n days."

"Ch . . . seven."

| had been trying to estimate it in terns of mles.

"In three days' tinme you get sone |eave. You have two days inside the
city, then you come back here for another mle."

| asked himhow he reckoned the passage of tinme in terns of both days
and di stance.

"It takes the city about ten days to cover a nile," he said. "And in a

year it will cover about thirty-six and a half."
"But the city isn't nmoving."
"Not at the noment. It will be soon. Anyway, we don't take account of

how much the city has actually noved, so much as how nmuch it _shoul d_ have
nmoved. It's based on the position of the opti mum™

| shook ny head. "Wat does that nean?"

"The optimumis the ideal position for the city to be. To naintain that
it would have to nove approxinmately a tenth of a nmile every day. That's
obvi ously out of the question, so we nmove the city towards opti num whenever we
can."

"Has the city ever reached opti mun®"

"Not as long as | can renenber."

"\Where's the optimm now?"

"About three mles ahead of us. That's about average. My father was out
here on the tracks before ne, and he told ne once that they were then about
ten mles fromoptimum That's the nost |'ve ever heard."

"But what woul d happen if we ever reached opti mun®"

Mal chuskin grinned. "W'd go on digging up old tracks."

" \Nhy 2"

"Because the optimum s always noving. But we're not likely to reach



optimum and it doesn't matter that nuch. Anywhere within a fewniles of it is
OK Put it this way. . . if we could get ahead of optinmnumfor a bit, we could
all have a good long rest."

"I's that possible?"

"I guess so. Look at it this way. Where we are at the noment the ground
is fairly high. To get up here we had to go through a Iong stretch of rising
country. That was when ny father was out here. It's harder work to clinmb, so
it took Ionger, and we got behind optimum If we ever cone to sone |ower
country, then we can coast down the slope.”

"What are the prospects of that?"

"You'd better ask your guild that. Not ny concern.”

"But what's the countryside |ike here?"

"Il show you tonorrow "

Though | hadn't followed nuch of what Ml chuskin said, at |east one
t hi ng had becone clear, and that was how time was neasured. | was six hundred
and fifty mles old; that did not nean that the city had noved that distance
during ny lifetime, but that the optinum had.

VWhat ever the optimum was.

The next day Mal chuskin kept his pronise. Wiile the hired | abourers took
one of their customary rests in the deep shadow of the city, Mal chuskin wal ked
with me to a lowrise of |Iand sone distance to the east of the city. Standing
there we could see al nost the whole of the i nmedi ate environnment of the city.

It was at present standing in the centre of a broad valley, bounded
north and south by two relatively high ridges of ground. To the south | could
see clearly the traces of the track which had been taken up, marked by four
parall el rows of scars where the sleepers and their foundations had been |aid.

To the north of the city, the tracks ran smoothly up the slope of the
ridge. There was not nuch activity here, though | could see one of the
battery-driven bogies rolling slowy up the slope with its I oad of rail and
sl eepers and its attendant crew. On the crest of the ridge itself there was a
consi derabl e degree of activity, although fromthis distance it was not
possible to determ ne exactly what was goi ng on

"Good country this," Ml chuskin said, but then imrediately qualified it
"For a trackman, that is."

"\Why 2"

"It's snoboth. W can take ridges and valleys in our stride. What gets ne
bot hered is broken ground: rocks, rivers, or even forests. That's one of the
advant ages of being high at the monent. This is all very old rock around here,
and it's been snoothed out by the elements. But don't talk to me about rivers.
Then | get agitated."

"What's wrong with rivers?"

"I said don't talk about them " He sl apped nme goodhurouredly on the
shoul ders, and we started our wal k back towards the city. "R vers have to be
crossed. That means a bridge has to be built unless there's one already there,
which there never is. W have to wait around while the bridge is nade ready,
and that causes a delay. Usually, it's the Track guild that gets the blame for
delays. But that's life. The trouble with rivers is that everyone's got m xed
feelings about them The one thing the city's permanently short of is water,
and if we cone across a river that solves one problemfor the time being. But
we still have to build a bridge, and that gets everyone nervous."

The hired | abourers did not | ook exactly pleased to see us when we
returned, but Rafael noved them and work soon reconmenced. The last of the
tracks had now been taken up, and all we had left to do was build the |ast
buffer. This was a steel erection, nounted above and across the |ast section
of track, and utilizing three of the concrete sleeper foundations. Each of the
four tracks had a buffer, and these were placed in such a way that if the city
were to roll backwards it would be supported. The buffers were not in a line,
owing to the irregular shape of the southern side of the city, but Ml chuskin
assured me that they were an adequat e saf eguard.

"I shouldn't like themto have to be used," he said, "but if the city



did roll these should stop it. | think."

Wth the conpletion of the buffer our work was finished.

"What now?" | said.

Mal chuski n gl anced up at the sun. "W ought to nove house. I'd like to
get ny hut up across the ridge, and there are the dormtories for the workers.
It's getting late, though. I"'mnot sure that we could get it done before
nightfall."

"We could do it tomorrow. "

"That's what |'mthinking. It'll give the lazy bastards a few hours off.
They'd like that."

He spoke to Rafael, who consulted the other men. There was little doubt
about the decision. Al nost before Rafael had finished speaking to them sone
of the nen had started back towards their huts.

"\Where are they goi ng?"

"Back to their village, | expect," said Malchuskin. "It's just over
there." He pointed towards the south-east, over beyond the southern ridge of
hi gh ground. "They'll be back, though. They don't l|ike the work but there'l
be pressure in the village, because we give them what they want."

"What's that?"

"The benefits of civilization," he said, grinning cynically. "To wit,
the synthetic food you' re always griping about."

"They _like_ that stuff?"

"No nore than you do. But it's better than an enpty belly, which is what
nost of them had before we happened al ong here.™

"I don't think I'd do all that work for that gruel. It's tasteless, it's
got no substance, and--"

"How many neals a day did you eat in the city?"

"Three."

"And how many were synthetic?"

"Only two," | said.

"Well, it's people like those poor sods who work their skins off just so

you can eat one genuine neal a day. And fromwhat | hear, what they do for ne
is the least of it."
"What do you nean?"

"You'll find out."
Later that evening, as we sat in his hut, Ml chuskin spoke nore on this
subject. | discovered that he wasn't as ill-inforned as he tried to make out.

He blaned it all on the guild system as ever. It had been a | ong established
practice that the ways of the city were passed down from one generation to the
next not by tuition, but on heuristic principles. An apprentice would val ue
the traditions of the guilds far nore by understanding at first hand the facts
of existence on which they were based than by being trained in a theoretica
manner. In practice, it neant that | would have to discover for nyself how the
men came to work on the tracks, what other tasks they performed, and in fact
all other matters concerning the continued existence of the city.

"When | was an apprentice," Ml chuskin said, "I built bridges and | dug
up tracks. | worked with the Traction guild, and rode with nen |ike your
father. | know myself how the city continues to exist, and through that | know
the value of nmy own job. | dig up tracks and re-lay them not because | enjoy
the work but because | know why it has to be done. |'ve been out with the
Barter guild and seen how they get the | ocal people to work for us, and so
understand the pressures that are on the nmen who work under nme now. It's al

cryptic and obscure . . . that's the way you see it now. But you'll find out
that it's all to do with survival, and just how precarious that survival is."
"I don't mind working with you," | said.
"I didn't nean that. You've worked O K wth ne. All I'"msaying is that

all the things you've probably wondered about-- the oath, for instance--have a
purpose, and by God it's a sensible purpose!™

"So the men will be back in the norning."

"Probably. And they'll conplain, and they' Il slacken off as soon as you



or | turn our backs. . . but even that's in the nature of things. Sonetines,
t hough, | wonder.

| waited for himto finish his sentence, but he said nothing nore. It
was an uncharacteristic sentinent, for Ml chuskin did not seemto ne to be in
any way a pensive man. As we sat together he fell into a long silence, broken
only when | got up to go outside to use the latrine. Then he yawned and
stretched, and ki dded ne about ny weak bl adder

Rafael returned in the norning with nmost of the nen who had been with us
before. A few were m ssing, though the nunbers had been brought up to strength
by repl acenents. Ml chuskin greeted them w t hout apparent surprise, and at
once began supervising the demplition of the three tenporary buil dings.

First, all the contents were nmoved out, and placed in a large pile to
one side. Then the buildings thenmsel ves were dismantled; not as difficult a
task as |'d imagi ned, as they had evidently been designed to be taken down and
put up again easily. Each of the walls was joined to the next by a series of
bolts. The floors broke down into a series of flat wooden slats, and the roofs
were simlarly bolted into place. Fittings such as doors and wi ndows were part
of the frames in which they sat. It took only an hour to denolish each cabin,
and by m dday everything was done. Well before then Ml chuskin had gone of f by
hinsel f, returning half an hour later in a battery-powered truck. W took a
short break and ate a neal, then | oaded the truck with as nuch of the material
as it would hold and set off towards the ridge, Malchuskin driving. Rafael and
a few of the workers clung to the sides of the truck.

It was some way to the ridge. Ml chuskin steered a course that brought
us di agonally towards the nearest part of the track, and we drove the rest of
the way towards the ridge alongside it. There was a shallow dip in the breast
of the ridge, and it was through this that the four pairs of rails had been
| aid. There were many nmen working on this part of the track: some hacking
manual |y at the ground to each side of the track--presumably to w den it
sufficiently to take the bulk of the city as it passed through--and others
toiled with mechanical drills, trying to erect five netal frames, each bearing
a large wheel. Only one had been so far securely laid, and it stood between
the two inner tracks, a gaunt, geometrical design with no apparent function

As we passed through the dip Ml chuskin slowed the truck, |ooking with
i nterest at how the work was proceeding. He waved to one of the guildsnen
supervi sing the work, then accel erated again as we passed over the summt of
the ridge. Fromhere there was a shall ow downhill slope towards a broad plain.
To east and west, and on the far side of the plain, | could see hills which
wer e rmuch hi gher.

To ny surprise the tracks ended only a short distance beyond the ridge.
The left outer track had been built for about a mile, but the other three were
barely a hundred yards long. There were two teans al ready at work on these
tracks, but it was inmediately clear that progress was sl ow

Mal chuskin stared round. On our side of the tracks--that is, on the
western side--there was a small cluster of huts, presunmably the living
quarters for the track-teans already here. He headed the truck in that
direction, but drove sone way past before stopping.

"This'll do," he said. "W want the buildings up by nightfall."

| said: "Why don't we put themup by the others?"

"It's my policy not to. | have trouble enough with these men as it is.

If they have too much contact with the others they drink nore and work |ess.
W can't stop them m xi ng together when they're not working, but there's no
point in clustering themtogether."

"But surely they have a right to do what they want ?"

"They' re being bought for their |abour. That's all."

He cl anbered down fromthe cabin of the truck, and began to shout at
Rafael to start the work on the huts.

The truck was soon unl oaded, and | eaving ne in charge of the



re-buil di ng, Ml chuskin drove the truck back over the ridge to collect the
rest of the nmen and the materials.

As nightfall approached, the re-building was nearly conpleted. My |ast
task of the day was to return the truck to the city and connect it to one of
the battery-recharging points. | drove off, content to be alone again for a
whi | e.

As | drove over the ridge, the work on the raised wheels had finished
for the day and the site was abandoned but for two militiamen standi ng guard,
their crossbows slung over their shoulders. They paid no attention to ne.
Leavi ng them behind, | drove down the other side towards the city. | was
surprised to see how few | i ghts were showi ng and how, with the approach of
night, the daytine activities ceased.

Where Mal chuskin had told me | would find recharging points | discovered
that other vehicles were already connected up, and no other places were
avail able. | guessed that this was the last truck to be returned that evening,
and that | would have to | ook around for nmore points. In the end, | found a
spare point on the south side of the city.

It was now dark, and after | had attended to the truck | was faced with
the I ong wal k back alone. | was tenpted not to return, but to stay the night
inside the city. After all, it would take only a few m nutes to get back to ny
cabin in the créeche . . . but then I thought of Ml chuskin and the reaction
woul d get fromhimin the norning.

Rel uctantly, | wal ked around the perinmeter of the city, found the tracks
| eadi ng northwards and followed themup to the ridge. Being alone on the plain
at night was a rather disconcerting experience. It was already cold and a
strong breeze was blowing fromthe east, chilling me through my thin uniform
Ahead of me | could see the dark bul k of the ridge, set against the dul
radi ance of the clouded sky. In the dip, the angul ar shapes of the whee
structures stood on the skyline, and pacing to and fro in their lonely vigi
were the two militiamen. As | wal ked up to them | was chall enged.

"Stop right there!"™ Both nmen had conme to a halt, and although | could
not see for certain | had an instinct that the crossbows were pointing in ny
direction. "ldentify yourself."

"Apprentice Helward Mann."

"What are you doing outside the city?"

"I'"mworking with Track Mal chuskin. | passed you just nowin the truck."

"Ch yes. Come forward."

I wal ked up to them

"I don't know you," one of them said. "Have you just started?"

"Yes . . . about a nile ago."

"Which guild are you in?"

"The Futures."

The one who had spoken | aughed. "Rather you than ne."

"\Why 2"

"I like along life."

"He's young though," the other said.

"What are you tal king about?" | said.
"Been up future yet?"

"No. "

"Been down past yet?"

"No. | only started a few days ago."

A thought occurred to ne. Although I could not see their faces in the
dark | could tell by the sound of their voices that they were not nuch ol der
than nme. Perhaps seven hundred niles, not much nore. But if that was so, then
surely | should know them for they would have been in the créche with ne?

"What's your nane?" | said to one of them

"Conwel | Sturner. Crossbownan Sturner to you."

"Were you in the creche?"

"Yes. Don't renenber you, though. But then you're just a kid."

"I've just left the creche. You weren't there.”



They both | aughed again, and | felt ny tenper weakening. "W've been
down past, son."

"What does that nean?"

"I't neans we're nen."

"You ought to be in bed, son. It's dangerous out here at night."

"There's no one around,” | said.

"Not now. But while the softies in the city get their sleep, we save
fromthe tooks."

"What are they?"

"The tooks? The dagos. The | ocal thugs who junp out of shadows on young
apprentices. "

I moved past them | wished I1'd gone into the city and hadn't cone this
way. Nevertheless nmy curiosity was aroused.

"Really . . . what do you nean?" | said.

"There's tooks out there who don't like the city. If we didn't watch
them they'd damage the track. See these pulleys? They'd have them down if we
weren't here.”

"But it was the . . . tooks who hel ped put them up."

"Those as work for us. But there's a ot as doesn't."

"Cet to bed, son. Leave the tooks to us."

"Just the two of you?"

em

"Aye . . . just us, and a dozen nore all over the ridge. You hurry on
down to bed, son, and watch you don't get a quarrel between the eyes."

| turned my back on them and wal ked away. | was seething with anger, and
had | stayed a nmonment longer |I felt sure | would have gone for one or the
other of them | hated their manly patronization of ne, and yet | knew | had

needl ed them Two young nen armed with crossbows woul d be no defence against a
determ ned attack, and they knew it too, but it was inportant for their
self-esteemnot to let nme work it out for nyself.

When | judged | was out of their earshot | broke into a run, and al nost
at once stunbled over a sleeper. | noved away fromthe track and ran on
Mal chuskin was waiting in the hut, and together we ate another neal of the
synt heti c food.

After two nore days' work with Mal chuskin the tine came for my period of
| eave. In those two days Ml chuskin spurred the | abourers on to nore work than
| had ever seen them do, and we nade good progress. Although track-I|aying was
harder work than digging up old track, there was the subtle benefit of seeing
the results, in the shape of an ever-extending section of track. The extra
work took the formof having to dig the foundationpits for the concrete bl ocks
before actually laying the sleepers and rail. As there were now three
track-crews working to the north of the city, and each of the tracks was
approximately the sane length, there was the additional stimnulus of
conpetition anmongst the crews. | was surprised to see how the nmen responded to
this competition, and as the work proceeded there was a certain anount of
good- nat ured banter anobng them as they toil ed.

"Two days," Mal chuskin said, just before | left for the city. "Don't

take any longer. They'll be w nching soon, and we need every man avail able."

"Am| to come back to you?"

"It's up to your guild . . . but yes. The next two miles will be with
me. After that you transfer to another guild, and do three mles with them™

"Whio will it be?" | said.

"I don't know. Your guild will decide that."

"OK™"

As we finished work late on the last night |I slept in the hut. There was
anot her reason too: | had no wish to wal k back to the city after dark and pass

t hrough the gap guarded by the militianen. During the day there was little or



no sign of the Mlitia, but after ny first experience of them Ml chuskin had
told me that a guard was nounted every night, and during the period
i mediately prior to a winching operation the track was the nost heavily
guar ded ar ea.

The next norning | wal ked back along the track to the city.

It was not difficult to locate Victoria nowthat | was authorized to be
inthe city. Before, | had been hesitant in |ooking for her, for at the back
of my mind there had been the thought that | should have been getting back to
Mal chuskin as soon as | could. Now | had two whol e days of |eave, and was
relieved of the sense of evading what my duties should have been

Even so, | still had no way of knowing howto find her. . . and so had
to resort to the expedient of asking. After a few m sroutings | was directed
to a roomon the fourth level. Here, Victoria and several other young people
wer e wor ki ng under the supervision of one of the wonen adninistrators. As soon
as Victoria saw nme standing at the door she spoke to the administrator, then
cane over to nme. We went out into the corridor

"Hell o, Helward," she said, shutting the door behind her

"Hello. Look . . . if you're working |I can see you later."
"It's all right. You're on |l eave, aren't you?"
"Yes."

"Then I'mon | eave too. Come on."

She | ed the way down the corridor, turned off into a side passage, and
then went down a short flight of steps. At the bottom was another corridor
lined on both sides by doors. She opened one of them and we went inside.

The room beyond was nuch | arger than any private room| had so far seen
inside the city. The largest single piece of furniture was a bed pl aced
agai nst one of the walls, but the roomwas also well and confortably furnished
with a quite surprising amount of floor space. Against one wall was a
wash-basin and a small cooker. There was a table and two chairs, a cupboard to
keep clothes in, and two easy chairs. Mst unexpected of all, there was a
wi ndow.

I went over to it inmediately and | ooked out. There was an area of open
space beyond, bounded on the opposite side by another wall with many w ndows.
The space extended to left and right, but the wi ndow was small and | could not
see what lay at the sides of the space.

"Like it?" Victoria said.

"It's so large! Is it all yours?"

"In a sense. Qurs, once we're married."

"Ch yes. Soneone said |I'd have quarters to mysel f."

"This is probably what they neant," said Victoria. "Were are you living
at the nonment?"

"I'mstill in the créeche. But | haven't stayed there since the
cerenony."

"Are you outside already?"

" "

| wasn't sure what to say. _Qutside?_ What could I tell Victoria, bound
as | was to the oath?

"I know you go outside the city," said Victoria. "It's not such a
secret."

"What el se do you know?"

"Several things. But |ook, |I've hardly spoken to you! Can | nake you
sonme tea?"

"Synthetic?" | imediately regretted the question; | did not wish to

seem ungr aci ous.

"I"'mafraid so. But I"'mgoing to be working with the synthetics team
soon, so | mght be able to find some way of inproving it."

The at nosphere rel axed slowy. For the first hour or two we addressed
each other coolly and alnost formally, politely curious about one another, but



soon we were able to take nmore things for granted; Victoria and | were not

such strangers, | realized

The subject of conversation turned to our life in the créche, and this
i medi ately brought a new doubt to the surface. Until | had actually left the
city, I had had no clear idea of what | would find. The teaching in the créche

had seened to me--and to nost of the others--dry, abstract, and irrel evant.
There were few printed books, and nmost of those were fictional works dealing
with life on Earth planet, so the teachers had relied mainly on texts witten
by thenmsel ves. W knew, or thought we knew, nuch about everyday life on Earth
pl anet, but we were told that this was not what we would find on this world. A
child' s natural curiosity i mediately demanded to know the alternative, but on
this the teachers had kept their silence. So there was always this frustrating
gap in our know edge: what by reading we learned of life on a world which was
not this one, and what by surm se we were left to imagi ne of the ways of the
city.

This situation Il ed to nuch discontent, evidenced by a surplus of unspent
physi cal energy. But where, in the créche, was the outlet? Only the corridors
and the gymasi um gave space enough to nove, and then with severe limtations.
The rel ease was mani fest in unrest: in the younger children enotiona
out bursts and di sobedi ence, in older children fighting and passi onate devotion
to what few sports could be played in the tiny gymmasium. . . and in those in
their last few mles before com ng of age a premature carnal awareness.

There were token efforts at control by the créche adm nistrators, but
per haps t hey understood these activities for what they were. In any event,
had grown up in the créche, and I no I ess than anyone el se had taken part in
t hese occasional outbursts. In the last twenty niles or so before com ng of
age | had indul ged nyself in sexual relationships with some of the
girls--Victoria not anmong them-and it had not seened to matter. Now she and
were to marry, and suddenly what had gone before did matter.

Perversely, the nore we talked the nore | found that | was w shing we
could lay this ghost fromthe past. | wondered if | should detail ny various
experi ences, explain myself. Victoria, however, seened to be in control of the
conversation, directing it along channels of mutual acceptability. Perhaps she
too had her ghosts. She told me something of life in the city, and | was of
course interested to hear this.

She said that as a woman she was not automatically granted a responsible
position, and only her engagenent to ne had made her present work possible.
Had she become engaged to a non-guil dsnman, she woul d have been expected to
produce children as often as possible, and spend her time on routine donestic
chores in the kitchens, or making clothes or whatever other nenial tasks cane
al ong. Instead, she was now able to have some control over her future, and
could probably rise to the position of a senior adm nistrator. She was
currently involved in a training procedure simlar in structure to mne. The
only difference was that there appeared to be | ess enphasis on experience, and
nore on theoretical education. Consequently, she had already |earnt far nore
about the city and howit was run internally than | had.

| didn't feel free to speak of my work outside, so | listened to what
she said with a great deal of interest.

She said that she had been told that there were two great shortages in
the city: one was water--which | knew fromwhat Ml chuskin had said--and the
ot her was popul ation

"But there are plenty of people in the city," | said.

"Yes . . . but the rate of live births has al ways been low, and it's
getting worse. \What nmakes this even nore serious is that there is a
predom nance in the live births of male babies. No one is really sure why."

"It's the synthetic food," | said sardonically.
"I't mght be." She had missed the point. "Until | left the créche, | had
only vague notions of what the rest of the city mght be like.. . but | had

al ways assuned that everyone in it had been born here.™
"Isn't that so?"



"No. There are a |lot of wonen brought into the city in an effort to
boost the population. O, nore specifically, in the hope they'll produce
femal e babies."”

| said: "My nother came fromoutside the city."

"Did she?" For the first tine since we had nmet Victoria |ooked ill at
ease. "l didn't know that."

"I thought it would be obvious."

"I suppose it was, but sonmehow | never thought.

"It doesn't matter," | said.

Abruptly, Victoria fell silent. It really wasn't of nmuch concern to ne,
and | regretted having nentioned it.

"Tell me nore about this," | said.

"No . . . there's not rmuch nore. What about you? What's your guild
i ke?"

"It's OK ," | said.

Quite apart fromthe fact that the oath forbade me to speak about it, |
felt no inclination to talk. In that abrupt silence fromVictoria | had gai ned
a distinct inpression that there had been nore to say, but that sone
di scretion prevented her fromdoing so. For the whole of ny life--or at |east
as much of it as | could renenber--the absence of ny nother had been treated
as a matter of fact. My father, whenever we spoke of it, talked factually
about it, and there seened to be no stigma attached. |ndeed, many of the boys
in the créche had been in the same situation as | and, what is nore, nost of

the girls. Until the subject had provoked this reaction in Victoria, |I'd never
t hought about it.

"You're sonething of an oddity," | said, hoping to get her to return to
t he subject by approaching it froma different direction. "Your nother is
still inthe city."

"Yes," she said.

So that was to be the end of it. | decided to let it drop. In any event,
| hadn't especially wanted to di scuss matters outside ourselves. | had cone to
the city to spend ny tinme getting to know Victoria, not to talk about
geneal ogy.

But the feeling persisted; the conversation had died.

"What's out there?" | said, indicating the window. "Can we go there?"

"I'f youlike. 1I'll show you."

I followed her out of the room and along the corridor to where a door
led to the outside. There was not nuch to see: the open space was no nore than
an alley running between the two parts of the residential block. At one end of
it there was a raised section, reached by a wooden staircase. W wal ked first
to the opposite end, where another door |led back into the city; returning, we
clinmbed the steps and came out on a small platform where several wooden seats
were placed, and where there was roomto nmove with sonme freedom On two sides
t he pl atformwas bounded by higher walls, presumably containing other parts of
the city's interior, and the side by which access was gai ned | ooked down over
the roofs of the residential blocks and along the alleyway. But on the fourth
side the view was uninterrupted, and it was possible to see out into the
surroundi ng countryside. This was a revelation to nme: the ternms of the oath
had inplied that no one but guildsnen should ever see outside the city.

"What do you think?" Victoria said, sitting down on one of the seats
whi ch | ooked out across the view

| sat next to her. "I like it."

"Have you been out there?"

"Yes." It was difficult; already | was finding nyself in conflict with
the terms of the oath. How could |I talk to Victoria about my work wi thout
br eaki ng what | had sworn?

"We're not allowed tip here very often. It's | ocked at night, and only
open at sone hours of the day. Sonetimes it's |ocked for several days on end."

"Do you know why?"

"Do you?" she said.



"It's probably . . . sonething to do with the work out there."
"Whi ch you're not going to talk about."

"No," | said.

"Why not ?"

"I can"t."

She gl anced at ne. "You're very tanned. Do you work in the sun?"
"Sone of the tinme."

"This place is | ocked when the sun's overhead. Al |'ve ever seen of it
is when the rays touch the higher parts of the buildings."

"There's nothing to see," | said. "It's very bright, and you can't stare
at it."

"I"'d like to find that out for nyself."

| said: "What are you doing at the nonment? In your work, | mean?"

"Nutrition."”

"What's that?"

"It's determining how to work out a bal anced diet. W have to nmake sure
that the synthetic food contains enough protein, and that people eat the right
amount of vitam ns." She paused, her voice having reflected a general |ack of
interest in the subject. "Sunlight contains vitam ns, you know. "

"Does it?"

"Vitamin D. It's produced in the body by the action of sunlight on the
skin. That's worth knowing if you never see the sun.”

"But it can be synthesized," | said.

"Yes . . . and it is. Shall we go back to the room and have sone nore
tea?"

| said nothing to this. | don't know what | had expected by seeing
Victoria, but |I had not anticipated this. Illusions of sone ronmantic ideal had
tempted me during ny days working with Mal chuskin, and fromtine to tine these
had been tenmpered by a feeling that perhaps she and | mght have to adapt to
each other; in any event it had never occurred to ne that there would be such
an undercurrent of resentment. | had seen us working together towards
realizing the intimate relationship forned for us by our parents, and sonehow
shaping it in such a way that it would beconme a realistic and perhaps even
loving relationship. What | had not foreseen was that Victoria had seen us
both in larger terns: that | would be forever enjoying the advantages of a way
of life forbidden to her

W stayed on the platform Victoria's remark about returning to the room
had been ironic, and | was sensitive enough to identify it. Anyhow, | felt
that for different reasons we would both prefer to stay on the platform |
di d, because my work outside had given ne a taste for fresh air, and by
contrast | now found the interior of the city buildings claustrophobic, and
supposed Victoria did, for this platformwas as near as she could cone to
| eaving the city. Even so, the undul ating countryside to the east of the city
served as a rem nder of the newy discovered difference that separated us.

"You could apply to transfer to a guild," |I said in a monent, "I'm
sure--"

"I"'mthe wong sex," she said abruptly. "It's men only, or didn't you
realize that?"

"No . . ."

"It hasn't taken nme long to work a few things out," she went on,
speaki ng qui ckly and barely suppressing her bitterness. "I'd seen it all ny
life and never recognized it: my father always away fromthe city, my nother
wor ki ng in her job, organizing all those things we took for granted, |ike food
and heating and di sposal of sewage. Now | _have_ recognized it. Wnen are too

val uable to risk outside. They're needed here in the city because they breed,
and they can be made to breed again and again. If they're not |ucky enough to
be born in the city, they can be brought from outside and sent away when
they' ve served their purpose.” The sensitive subject again, but this tine she
didn't falter. "I know that the work outside the city has to be done, and
whatever it is it's done at risk . . . but I've been given no option. Just



because I'ma woman | have no choice but to be kept inside this damed pl ace
and | earn fascinating things about food production, and whenever | can | have
to give birth."

| said: "Do you not want to marry nme?"

"There's no alternative."

"Thanks. "

She stood up, wal ked angrily towards the steps. | foll owed her down, and
wal ked behind her as she returned to her room | waited in the doorway,
wat chi ng her as she stood with her back to ne, |ooking out of the w ndow at
the narrow al | eyway between the buil dings.

"Do you want ne to go?" | said.

"No . . . cone in and cl ose the door."

She didn't nove as | did this.

"I'I'l make some nore tea,"” she said.

"OK™"

The water in the pan was still warm and it took only a minute or so to
bring it back to boiling.

"W don't have to marry," | said

"If it's not you it'd be sonmeone else." She turned and sat beside ne,
taki ng her cup of the synthetic brew. "I've nothing against you, Helward. You

shoul d know that. Wiether we like it or not, ny life and yours is doni nated by
the guild system W can't do anything about that."

"Why not? Systens can be changed. "

"Not this one! It's too firmy entrenched. The guilds have the city sewn
up, for reasons | don't suppose I'll ever know Only the guilds can change the
system and they never will."

"You sound very sure."

"I am" she said. "And for the good reason that the system which runs ny
life is itself domi nated by what goes on outside the city. As | can never take
part in that | can never do anything to determine ny own life."

"But you could . . . through ne."

"Even you won't talk about it."

"I can't," | said.

"Why not ?"

"I can't even tell you that."

"Quild secrecy."

"I'f you like," | said.
"And even as you're sitting here now, you're subscribing toit."
"I have to," | said sinply. "I was nmade to swear--"

Then | renmenbered: the oath itself was one of the ternms of the oath. |
had breached it, and so easily and naturally that it had been done before I'd
t hought .

To ny surprise, Victoria reacted not at all

"So the guild systemis ratified," she said. "It nmakes sense."

| finished ny tea. "I think I'd better go."

"Are you angry with ne?" she said.

"No. It's just--"

"Don't go. I'msorry | lost ny tenmper with you. . . it's not your fault.
Sonet hi ng you said just now through you | could determine my own |ife. Wat
did you nean?"

"I"'mnot sure. | think | nieant that as the wife of a guildsman, which
"Il be one day, you'd have nore of a chance of.

"OF what ?"

"Well . . . seeing through me whatever sense there is in the system"

"And you're sworn not to tell ne."

"I .. . yes."

"So first-order guildsmen have it all worked out. The system denands
secrecy. "

She | eaned back and cl osed her eyes.

| was very confused, and angry with myself. | had been an apprentice for



ten days, and already | was technically under sentence of death. It was too
bi zarre to take seriously, but ny nenory of the oath was that the threat had
been a convincing one at the time. The confusion arose because unwittingly
Victoria had involved the tentative enotional conm tnent we had nade to each
other. | could see the conflict, but could do nothing about it. | knew from ny
own life inside the creche the subtle frustrations that arose through being
all owed no access to the other parts of the city; if that were extended to a
| arger scale--allowed a small part in the running of the city, but given a
poi nt beyond which no actions were possible--that frustration would conti nue.
But surely this was no new problemin the city? Victoria and | were not the
first to be married in this way. Before us there nust have been others who had
encountered the sane rift. Had they sinply taken the systemas it appeared to
t hen?

Victoria didn't nmove as | left the roomand went towards the créche.

Away from her, away fromthe inescapabl e syndrome of reaction and
counter-reaction by talking to her, the concerns she expressed faded and
became nore worried about ny own situation. If the oath were to be taken at
all seriously | could be killed if word were to reach one of the guildsnen.
Coul d breaching the oath be that dreadful a thing to do?

Wuld Victoria tell anyone else what | had said? On thinking this ny
first impulse was to go back to see her, and plead for her silence . . . but
that woul d have made both the breach and her own resentnent nore serious.

| wasted the rest of the day, lying on nmy bunk and fretting about the
entire situation. Later late in one of the dining-roons of the city, and was
t hankful not to see Victoria.

In the mddle of the night, Victoria came to nmy cabin. My first
awar eness was of the sound of the door closing, and as | opened ny eyes | saw
her as a tall shape standi ng beside the bed.

"Wa- - ?"

"Ssh. It's nme."

"What do you want?" | reached out to find the light-switch, but her hand
cane across and took ny wrist.

"Don't turn on the light."

She sat down on the edge of the bed, and | sat up

"I"'msorry, Helward. That's all |'ve cone to say."

"OK™"

She | aughed. "You're still asleep, aren't you?"

"Not sure. Mght be."

She | eaned forward, and | felt her hands press lightly against ny chest
and then nove up until they were behind my neck. She kissed ne.

"Don't say anything," she said. "lI'mjust very sorry."

W ki ssed again, and her hands noved until her arns were tight around

ne.

"You wear a night-shirt in bed."

"What el se?"

"Take it off."

She stood up suddenly, and | heard her undoing the coat she was weari ng.
When she sat down again, nuch closer, she was naked. | funbled with ny

night-shirt, getting it caught as it came over ny head. Victoria pulled back
t he covers, and squeezed in beside ne.

"You cane down here like that?" | said.

"There's no one about." Her face was very close to mne. W kissed
again, and as | pulled away ny head banged agai nst the cabin wall. Victoria
cuddl ed up close to ne, pressing her body against nine. Suddenly she | aughed
[ oudly.

"Christ! Shut up!"



"What's up?" she said.

"Soneone will hear."”

"They're all asleep.”

"They won't be if you keep | aughing."

"I said don't talk." She ki ssed ne again.

In spite of the fact that nmy body was already respondi ng eagerly to her
| was stricken with alarm W were naking too nuch noise. The walls in the
créeche were thin, and | knew fromlong experience that sounds transm tted
readily. Wth her |aughter and our voices, the fact that of necessity we were

squeezed in the bunk against the wall, | was certain we'd awaken the whol e
creéche. | pushed her away and told her this.

"It doesn't matter," she said.

"It does."

| flung back the bed-covers, and scranbled over her. | turned on the

light. Victoria shielded her eyes against the glare, and | tossed her coat to
her .

"Come on . . . we'll go to your room"
"No. "

"Yes." | was pulling on ny uniform

"Don't put that on," she said. "It snells.”
"Does it?"

" Abomi nably. "

She sat up and as she did so | stared at her, admiring the neatness of
her naked body. She pulled the coat around her shoul ders, then got out of the
bed.

"O K ," she said. "But let's be quick."

W left my cabin and |l et ourselves out of the créche. W hurried al ong
the corridors. As Victoria had said, this late at night there was no one
about, and the corridor lights were dimmed. In a few nminutes we had reached
her room | closed the door, and bolted it. Victoria sat down on the bed,
hol di ng her coat around her.

| took off ny uniformand clinbed into the bed.

"Cone on, Victoria."

"I don't feel like it now"

"Ch, Christ . . . why not?"

"W shoul d have stayed where we were," she said.

"Do you want to go back?"

"Of course not."

"Cet inwith me," | said. "Don't sit there.”

"OK™"

She undid her coat and dropped it on the floor, then clinbed in beside
me. W put our arns around each other, and kissed for a nonment, but | knew
what she meant. The desire had left me as rapidly as it had cone. After a
while we just lay there in silence. The sensation of being in bed with her was
pl easant, but although | was aware of the sensuality of it nothing happened.

Eventual ly, | said: "Wy did you cone to see ne?"

"I told you."

"Was that all . . . that you were sorry?"

"I think so."

"I nearly cane to see you," | said. "I've done sonmething | shouldn't.

I"mfrightened."

"What was it?"

"I told you. . . | told you | had been nmade to swear sonething. You
were right, the guilds inpose secrecy on their menbers. \Wien | becane an
apprentice | had to take an oath, and part of it was that | had to swear |
woul d not reveal the existence of the oath. | broke it by telling you."

"Does it matter?"

"The penalty is death."

"But why should they ever find out?"

B D SR



Victoria said: "If | say anything, you nean. Wy should |?"
"I"'mnot sure. But the way you were tal king today, the resentnent at not

being allowed to lead your owmn life . . . | felt sure you would use it agai nst
ne. "

"Until just now it nmeant nothing to ne. | wouldn't use it. Anyway, why
should a wife betray her husband?"

"You still want to marry nme?"

"Yes."

"Even though it was arranged for us?"

"It's a good arrangenent," she said, and held nme tighter for a few
monents. "Don't you feel the sanme?"

"Yes."

A few mnutes later, Victoria said: "WIIl you tell ne what goes on
outside the city?"

"I can"t."

"Because of the oath?"

"Yes."

"But you're already in breach of it. Wat could matter now?"

"There's nothing to tell anyway," | said. "l've spent ten days doing a

| ot of physical work, and I'm not sure why."

"What ki nd of physical work?"

"Victoria . . . don't question ne about it."

"Well tell me about the sun. Wiy is no one in the city allowed to see
it?"

"l don't know. "

"I's there something wong with it?"

"I don't think so . . ."

Victoria was asking ne questions | should have asked nysel f, but hadn't.
In the welter of new experiences, there had been hardly tinme to register the
nmeani ng of anything |'d seen, let alone query it. Confronted with these
guestions--quite aside fromwhether or not | should answer them-1 found
nysel f demandi ng the answers. Was there indeed sonmething wong with the sun
that coul d endanger the city? Should this be kept secret if so? But | had seen
the sun, and

"There's nothing wong with it," | said. "But it doesn't |ook the sane
shape as I'd thought."

"It's a sphere.”

"No it's not. O at least it doesn't |ook |Iike one."

"Vl | 2"

"I shouldn't tell you, |I'msure."

"You can't leave it |like that," she said.

"I don't think it's inportant.”

"1 do."

"O K" | had already said too rmuch, but what could | do? "You can't see
it properly during the day, because it's so bright. But at sunrise or sunset
you can see it for a fewmnutes. | think it's disk-shaped. But it's nore than

that, and | don't know the words to describe it. In the centre of the disk,
top and bottom there's a kind of shaft."”

"Part of the sun?"

"Yes. A bit like a spinning-top. But it's difficult to see clearly
because it's so bright even at those times. The other night, | was outside and
the sky was clear. There's a noon, and that's the sane shape. But | couldn't
see that clearly either, because it was in phase."

"Are you sure of this?"

"It's what |'ve seen.”

"But it's not what we we were taught.”

"I know," | said. "But that's howit is."

| said no nore. Victoria asked nmore questions but | pushed them asi de,



pl eading that | did not know the answers. She tried to draw nme further on the
work | was doing, but sonehow | managed to keep ny silence. Instead, | asked
her questions about herself and soon we had noved away from what was for ne a
dangerous subject. It could not be buried forever, but | needed tine to think
Sone tine later we nmade | ove, and shortly afterwards we fell asleep

In the norning Victoria made some breakfast, then left me sitting naked
in her roomwhile she took my uniformto be |aundered. \Wile she was away |
washed and shaved, then lay on the bed until she returned.

| put ny uniformon again: it felt crisp and fresh, not at all like the
rather stiff and odorous second skin it had becone as a result of ny |abours
out si de.

W spent the rest of the day together, and Victoria took nme to show ne
around the interior of the city. It was far nore conplex than | had ever
realized. Most of what | had seen until then was the residential and
admini strative section, but there was nore to it than this. At first |
wondered how | should ever find ny way around until Victoria pointed out that
in several places plans of the |lay-out had been attached to the walls.

| noted that the plans had been altered many times, and one in
particul ar caught ny attention. W were in one of the | ower |evels, and beside
a recently drawn revised plan was a nuch ol der one, preserved behind a sheet
of transparent plastic. | looked at this with great interest, noting that its
directions were printed in several |anguages. O these | could recognize only
the French | anguage in addition to English

"What are these others?" | asked her

"That's German, and the others are Russian and Italian. And this--" she
pointed to an ornate, ideographic script "--is Chinese."

| looked nmore closely at the plan, conparing it with the recent one next
toit. The simlarity could be seen, but it was clear that rmuch alteration
wor k had been carried out inside the city between the conpiling of the two
pl ans.

"Why were there so many | anguages?"

"We're descended froma group of mxed nationals. | believe English has
been the standard | anguage for many thousands of miles, but that's not always
been the case. My own fanily is descended fromthe French."

"Ch yes," | said.

On this sane level, Victoria showed ne the synthetics plant. It was here
that the protein-substitutes and other organic surrogates were synthesized
fromtinber and vegetabl e products. The snell in here was very strong, and
noticed that all the people who worked here had to wear nasks over their
faces. Victoria and | passed through quickly into the next area where research
was carried out to inprove texture and flavour. It was here, Victoria told ne,
she woul d soon be worki ng.

Later, Victoria expressed nore of her frustrations at her life, both
present and future. Mdre prepared for this than previously | was able to

reassure her. | told her to look to her own nother for exanple, as she led a
fulfilled and useful life. |I prom sed her--under persuasion--that | would tel
her more of my own life, and | said that | would do what | could, when

became a full guildsman, to make the system nore open, nore liberal. It seened

to quiet her alittle, and together we passed a rel axed evening and ni ght.

Victoria and | agreed that we should marry as soon as possible. She told
me that during the next nile she would find out what fornalities we had to
undergo, and that if it were possible we would marry during ny next period of
| eave, or during the one after. In the meantine, | had to return to nmy duties
out si de.



As soon as | canme out fromunderneath the city it was obvious that nuch
progress had been nmade. The inmedi ate environnent of the city had been cl eared
of nmost of the inpedinmenta of the work. There was none of the tenmporary
buil dings in sight, and no battery-operated vehicles stood agai nst the
rechargi ng points, all, presumably, in use beyond the ridge. A nore
fundamental difference was that |eading out fromthe northern edge of the city
were five cables, which lay on the ground beside the tracks and di sappeared
fromview over the hunp of the ridge. On guard beside the track, pacing up and
down, were several mlitianmen.

Suspecting that Ml chuskin woul d be busy | wal ked qui ckly towards the
ridge. When | reached the summt my suspicions were confirmed, for in the
di stance, where the tracks ended, there was a flurry of activity concentrated
around the right inner track. Beyond this, nore crews were working on sone
nmetal structures, but fromthis distance it was inpossible to deternine their
function. | hurried on down.

The wal k took ne longer than | had anticipated as the | ongest section of
track was now nore than a mle and a half in length. Al ready the sun was high
and by the time | found Mal chuskin and his crew | was hot fromthe wal k.

Mal chuski n barely acknow edged nme, and | took off the jacket of ny
uniformand joined in with the work.

The crews were | abouring to get this section of track extended to a
length equal to the others, but the conplication was that a patch of ground
with a rock-hard subsoil had been encountered. Although this meant that the
concrete foundati ons were not necessary, the pits for the sleepers could only
be dug with the greatest difficulty.

I found a pickaxe on a near-by truck, and started work. Soon, the nore
sophi sticated problenms | had encountered inside the city seened very renote
i ndeed.

In the periods of rest | gathered from Mal chuskin that apart fromthis
section of track all was nearly ready for the wi nching operation. The cabl es
had been extended, and the stays were dug. He took ne out to the
st ay- enpl acenents and showed me how the steel girders were buried deep into
the ground to provide a sufficiently strong anchor for the cables. Three of
the stays were conpleted and the cables were connected. One nore stay was in
the process of conpletion, and the fifth was being erected now

There was a general air of anxiety anongst the guil dsmen working on the
site, and | asked Ml chuskin the cause of this.

"It's time," he said. "It's taken us twenty-three days since the |ast
winching to lay the tracks this far. On present estimates we'll be able to
wi nch the city tomorrow i f nothing el se goes wong. That's twenty-four days.

Ri ght ? The nbst we can winch the city this tine is just under two mles

but in the tine we've taken to do that the opti num has noved forward two and a
half mles. So even when we've done this we'll still be half a mle further
behi nd opti mumthan we were at the | ast wi nching.

"Can we nmake that up?"

"On the next winching, perhaps. | was talking to some of the Traction
men last night . . . they reckon we can do a short wi nch next tine, and then
two [ ong ones. They're worried about those hills." He waved vaguely in a
northern direction.

"Can't we go round then?" | said, seeing that a | ong way to the
north-east the hills appeared to be slightly | ower.
"We could . . . but the shortest route towards optimumis due north. Any

angul ar deflection away fromthat just adds a greater distance to be covered."
| didn't fully understand everything he told me, but the sense of
urgency canme across clearly.

"There's one good thing," Ml chuskin went on. "W're dropping this crowd
of tooks after this. The Future guild has found a bigger settlenent somewhere
up north, and they're desperate for work. That's how | l|ike them The hungrier
they are, the harder they'll work . . . for atime, at least."

The work continued. That evening we didn't finish until after sunset,



Mal chuskin and the other Track guildsmen driving on the | abourers wth bigger
and better curses. | had no time to react one way or another, for the
gui I dsmen t henmsel ves, and |, worked no less hard. By the time we returned to
the hut for the night | was exhausted.

In the norning, Mlchuskin |eft the hut early, instructing ne to bring
Raf ael and the | abourers across to the site as soon as possible. Wen
arrived he and three other Track guildsnen were in argunent with the guil dsnmen
preparing the cables. | set Rafael and the men to work on the track, but | was
curious about the dispute. Wien Mal chuskin eventually came over to us he said
not hi ng about it but threw hinself into the work, shouting angrily at Rafael

Sone tine |ater, when we took a short break, | asked hi mabout the
argunent .

"It's the Traction nmen," he said. "They want to start w nching now,
before the track's finished."

"Can they do that?"

"Yes . . . they say that it'll take sonme tinme to get the city up to the
ridge, and we could finish off here while that's going on. W won't allowit."

"Way not? It sounds reasonable.”

"Because it'd mean working under the cables. There's a |lot of strain on

the cables, particularly when the city's being wi nched up a slope, like the
one before the ridge. You' ve never seen a cable break, have you?" It was a
rhetorical question; | didn't know before this that cabl es were even used.

"You'd be cut in half before you heard the bang,'

"So what was agreed?"

"We've got an hour to finish, then they start w nching anyway."

There were still three sections of rail to lay. W gave the nen a few
nmore mnutes' rest and then the work started again. As there were now four
gui l dsmen and their teans concentrated in one area, we noved quickly, but even
so it took nmost of the hour to conplete the track

Wth some satisfaction, Ml chuskin signalled to the Traction nmen that we
were ready. We collected our tools, and carried themto one side.

"What now?" | said to Ml chuskin.

Mal chuski n fini shed sourly.

"W wait. |'mgoing back to the city for a rest. Tonmobrrow we start
again."

"What shall | do?"

"I"'d watch if | were you. You'll find it interesting. Anyway, we ought
to pay off these nen. I'll send a Barter guildsman out to you | ater today.
Keep them here until he arrives. 1'll be back in the norning."

"O K ," | said. "Anything el se?"

"Not really. Wiile the winching is taking place the Traction nmen are in
charge out here, so if they tell you to junp, junp. They m ght need sonet hing
done to the tracks, so you'd better be alert. But | think the tracks are O K
They' ve been checked al ready."

He wal ked away frommnme towards his hut. He | ooked very tired. The hired
men went back to their own huts, and soon | was left to ny own devices.

Mal chuskin's remark about the danger of a breaking cable had alarnmed ne, so
sat down on the ground at what | considered was a safe distance fromthe site.

There was not nuch activity in the region of the stayenpl acenents. Al
five of the cabl es had been connected up, and now ran slackly fromthe stays
across the ground parallel to the tracks. Two Traction guildsmen were by the
enpl acenents, carrying out what | presuned was a final check on the
connecti ons.

Fromthe region of the ridge a group of nmen appeared, and wal ked in two
orderly files towards us. Fromthis distance it was not possible to see who
they were, but | noticed that one of their nunber left the file at
approxi mately one hundred yard intervals, and took up a position at the side
of the track. As the men approached | saw that they were mlitianmen, each
equi pped with a crossbow. By the time the group reached the stayenpl acenents
only eight of themwere left, and these took up a defensive formation around
them After a few minutes one of the militianmen wal ked over to ne.



"Who are you?" he said.

"Apprentice Helward Mann."

"What are you doi ng?"

"I"ve been told to watch the w nching."

"Al'l right. Keep your distance. How many tooks are there here?"

"I"'mnot sure," | said. "About sixty, | think."
"They been working on the track?"
"Yes."

He grinned. "Too bloody tired to do any harm That's O K Let ne know if
t hey cause any trouble."

He wandered away and joined the other nmilitiamen. Wat kind of trouble
the | abourers woul d cause wasn't clear to nme, but the attitude of the Mlitia
towards them seermed to be curious. | could only presunme that at sonme tine in
t he past the tooks had caused some kind of damage to the tracks or the cables,
but | couldn't see any of the men with whom we'd been working presenting a
threat to us.

The militianmen on guard beside the tracks seened to ne to be dangerously
near the cables, but they showed no sign of any awareness of this. Patiently,
they marched to and fro, pacing their allotted sections of the track

| noticed that the two Traction nen at the enplacenments had taken up a
position behind netal shields, just beyond the stays. One of them had a | arge
red flag, and was | ooki ng through binoculars towards the ridge. There, beside
the five wheel pulleys, | could just nake out another man. As all attention
seened to be on this man | watched himcuriously. He had his back towards us
as far as | could rmake out at this distance.

Suddenly, he turned and swung his flag to attract the attention of the
two nmen at the stays. He waved it in a wide semcircle below his waist, to and
fro. Imrediately, the nan at the stays with the flag cane out from behind his
shield and confirned the signal by repeating the novement with his own fl ag.

A few nonents later | noticed that the cables were sliding slowy across
the ground towards the city. On the ridge | could see the wheel -pulleys
turning as the slack was taken up. One by one, the cables stopped noving
al t hough the major part of their length still ran across the ground.
presuned this was the wei ght of the cables thenselves, for in the region of
the stays and the pulleys. the cables were well clear of the ground.

"Gve themthe clear!" shouted one of the nen at the stays, and at once
his col |l eague waved his flag over his head. The man on the ridge repeated the
signal, then noved quickly to one side and was lost to view

| waited, curious to see what was next . . . although fromall | could
see not hi ng was happening. The nilitianmen paced to and fro, the cables stayed
taut. | decided to walk over to the Traction nmen to find out what was goi ng

on.

No sooner was | on ny feet and walking in their direction than the man
who had been signalling waved his arns at me frantically.

"Keep clear!" he shouted.

"What's wrong?"

"The cabl es are under maxi mum strain!"”

| moved back.

The m nutes passed, and there was no evident progress. Then | realized
that the cables had been slowy tightening, until they were clear of the
ground for nost of their |ength.

| stared southwards at the dip in the ridge: the city had come into
sight. Fromwhere | was sitting, | could just see the top corner of one of the
forward towers, bulking up over the soil and rocks of the ridge. Even as |
wat ched, nore of the city canme into view

| moved in a broad arc, still maintaining a healthy distance fromthe
cabl es, and stood behind the stays |ooking along the tracks towards the city.
Wth painful slowness it winched itself up the further slope until it was only

a few feet away fromthe five wheel -pulleys which carried the cables over the
crest of the ridge. Here it stopped and the Traction nen began their



signal ling once nore.

There followed a | ong and conplicated operation in which each of the
cabl es was sl ackened off in turn while the wheel pull ey was di smant| ed.
wat ched the first pulley renoved in this way, then grew bored. | realized
was hungry, and suspecting that | was unlikely to mss anything of interest |
went back to the hut and heated up a meal for nyself.

There was no sign of Ml chuskin, although nearly all his possessions
were still in the hut.

| took nmy time over the neal, knowing that there were at |east another

two hours before the winching could be resuned. | enjoyed the solitude and the
change fromthe strenuous work of the past day.
When | left the hut | remenbered the mlitiaman's warni ng about

potential trouble fromthe nmen, and wal ked over to their dormtory. Mbst of
them were outside sitting on the ground, watching the work on the pulleys. A
few were tal king, arguing |loudly and gesticulating, but | decided the Mlitia
saw threats where none existed. | wal ked back towards the track

| glanced at the sun: it was not long to nightfall. | reasoned that the
rest of the wi nching should not take | ong once the pulleys were out of the
way, for it was clear that the rest of the tracks |led al ong a downhil

gradi ent .

In due course the final pulley was renmoved, and all five cables were
once again taut. There was a short wait until, at a signal fromthe Traction
man at the stays, the slow progress of the city continued. . . down the sl ope

towards us. Contrary to what | had i magined, the city did not run snoothly of
its own accord on the advantageous gradient. By the evidence of what | saw the
cables were still taut; the city was still having to pull itself. As it cane
closer | detected a slackening of tension in the manner of the two Traction
men, but their vigilance didn't alter. Throughout the operation they
concentrated their whole attention on the onconming city.

Finally, when the huge construction was no nore than about ten yards
fromthe end of the tracks, the signaller raised his red flag and held it over
his head. There was a | arge w ndow runni ng across the breadth of the forward
tower, and here one of the many men who stood in view raised a simlar flag.
Seconds later, the city halted.

There was a pause of about two minutes, and then a man cane through a
doorway in the tower and stood on a small platformoverl ooking us.

"O K . . . brakes secured," he called down. "W're slackening off now"

The two Traction nmen cane out from behind their netal shelters, and
stretched their |inmbs exaggeratedl y. Undoubtedly, they had been under
consi derable mental strain for several hours. One of them wal ked strai ght over
to the edge of the city and urinated against its side. He grinned back at the
other, then hauled hinmself up on to a | edge and cl anbered up the
superstructure of the city itself until he reached the platform The other man
wal ked down past the cabl es--which were now visibly slacker--and di sappear ed
under the lip of the city itself. The militianen were still deployed in their
defensive formation, but even they seened to be nore rel axed now.

The show was over. Seeing the city so near | was tenpted to go inside
nmysel f, but | wasn't sure whether | should. There was only Victoria to see,
and she woul d be occupied with her work. Besides, Ml chuskin had told nme to
stay with the nen, and | thought | ought not disobey him

As | was wal ki ng back towards the hut, a man came over to ne fromthe
direction of the city.

"Are you Apprentice Mann?" he said.

"Yes."

"Jainme Collings, fromthe Barter guild. Track Mal chuskin said there were
some hired men here who were to be paid off."

"That's right."

"How many?" said Collings.

"In our crew, fifteen. But there are several nore."

"Any conpl ai nt s?"



"What do you nean?" | said.

"Conplaints . . . any trouble, refusal to work."

"They were a bit slow, and Mal chuskin was al ways shouting at them"

"Did they ever refuse to work?"

"No. "

"O K. Do you know who their squad | eader was?"

"There was one call ed Rafael, who spoke English."

"He'll do."

Toget her we wal ked over to the huts, and we found the nen. At the sight
of Collings, silence fell abruptly.

| pointed out Rafael. Collings and he spoke together in Rafael's
| anguage, and al nost at once one of the others shouted back angrily. Rafae
i gnored him and spoke to Collings, but it was clear that there was a | ot of
ani nosity. Once agai n someone shouted, and soon many of the others had joi ned
in. Acrowm gathered around Collings and Rafael, sone of the nen reaching
t hrough the packed bodi es and jabbing at Collings.

"Do you need any hel p?" | shouted over the row at him but he didn't
hear. | noved cl oser and shouted the question again.

"CGet four of the Mlitia," he called out in English. "Tell themto keep
it low"

| stared at the arguing nen for a noment, then hurried away. There was
still a small group of the Mlitia in the area of the cable-stays, and | went
in that direction. They had evidently heard the noi se of the argunent, and
were al ready | ooking towards the crowd of nmen. Wen they saw me runni ng over
to them six of the nen started out.

"He wants four mlitianmen!" | said, gasping frommy running.

"Not enough. Leave that to me, sonny."

The man who had spoken, who was evidently in charge, whistled |oudly and
beckoned towards sonme nore of his men. Four nore militiamen left their
position near the city and ran over. The group of ten soldiers now ran towards
the scene of the argument, with nme trailing in the rear

Wthout waiting to consult Collings, who was still in the centre of the
nél ée, the mlitianmen charged into the group of nmen, swi nging their drawn
crossbows as clubs. Collings turned round suddenly, shouted at the militianen,
but was seized from behind by one of the men. He was dragged to the ground and
the nmen noved in, kicking at him

The militiamen were obviously trained for this kind of fighting, for
t hey noved expertly and quickly, swinging their inprovised clubs with great
preci sion and accuracy. | watched for a nonent, then struggled into the nass
of men, trying to reach Collings. One of the hired men grabbed at ny face, his
fingers closing over ny eyes. | tried to snatch nmy head away, but another nan
hel ped him Suddenly | was free. . . and saw the two nen who had attacked ne
fall to the floor. The mlitianmen who had rescued ne made no sign of
recognition, but carried on with their brutal clubbing.

The crowd was swelling now, as the other |local nen canme to give
assistance. | paid no heed to this and turned back into the thick of it, stil
trying to reach Collings. A narrow back was directly in front of ne, clad in a
thin white shirt sticking wetly to the skin. Unthinkingly, | slamed my arm
around the man's throat, pulled his head back, and punched himroughly in the
ear. He fell to the ground. Another nman was beyond him and | tried the sane
tactic, but this tine before | could land a blow | was kicked roughly by
another man and | fell to the floor

Through the mass of legs | saw Collings's body on the ground, stil
bei ng ki cked. He was |lying face-down, his arms defensively over his head. |
tried to push ny way across to him but then | too was being ki cked. Another
foot slamed against the side of ny head, and for a nonent | blacked out. A
second |l ater | was conscious again, and fully aware of the vicious kicks being
hurled at ny body. Like Collings, | covered ny head with nmy arms but pushed
nmysel f forward in the direction | had | ast seen him

Everything around nme seened to be a surging forest of |egs and bodi es,



and everywhere there was the roar of raised voices. Lifting ny head for a
monent | saw that | was only a few inches fromCollings, and | pushed nmy way

through until | was crouched on the ground beside him | tried to stand, but
was i medi ately felled by anot her kick.
Mich to ny surprise | realized Collings was still conscious. As | fel

against himl felt his armgo over ny shoul ders.

"When | say,"” he bawed in nmy ear, "stand up!"

A moment passed, and | felt his armgrip nmy shoul der nore tightly.

" Now "

Wth a massive effort we pushed oursel ves upwards and at once he
rel eased me, swinging his fist round and catching one of the nen full in the
face. | did not have his same height, and the best | could manage was an el bow

jab into someone's stomach. For ny trouble | was punched in the neck, and once
nmore | fell to the ground. Soneone grabbed nme, and hauled ne to ny feet. It
was Col i ngs.

"Hold it!" He put both his arms around ne, and pulled nme against his
chest. | held himnyself, nore weakly. "It's OK ," he said. "Hold it."

Gradual ly the jostling around us eased, then stopped. The nen noved back
and | slunped in Collings's arns.

| was very dazed, and as | saw a red mist building up in ny sight I
caught a glinpse of a circle of mlitianen, their arned crossbows raised and

ai mred. The hired men were noving away. | passed out.

| came round about a minute later. | was lying on the ground, and one of
the mlitiamen was standi ng over ne.

"He's O K ," he shouted, and noved away.

| rolled painfully on to nmy side and saw that a short di stance away
Collings and the | eader of the MIlitia were arguing angrily. About fifty yards
away, the hired men were standing in a group, surrounded by the nilitianmen.

| tried to stand up, and managed it on ny second attenpt. Dazedly, |
stood and wat ched while Collings continued to argue. In a monent the Mlitia
of ficer wal ked away towards the group of prisoners, and Collings came over to
ne.

"How do you feel ?" he said.

| tried to grin, but ny face was swollen and painful. Al | could do was
stare at him He had a huge red bruise up one side of his face, and his eye
was beginning to close. | noticed that he held one armaround his wai st.
“"'mOK ," | said.

"You' re bl eeding."

"Where?" | raised ny hand to my neck--which was hurting abom nabl y--and
felt warmliquid. Collings noved over and | ooked at it.

"It's just a bad graze," he said. "Do you want to go back to the city
and have treat nment?"

"No," | said. "What the hell happened?"

"The MIlitia over-reacted. | thought | told you to bring four."

"They wouldn't listen."

"No, they're like that."

"But what was it all about?" | said. "I've worked with those nen for a
long time and they' ve never attacked us before.™

"There's a lot of built-up resentnment,"” said Collings. "Specifically, it
was that three of the nen have wives in the city. They weren't going to | eave
wi thout them™

"Those nen are fromthe _city? " | said, not sure | had heard properly.

"No . . . | said that their wives are there. These nen are all |ocals,
hired froma near-by village."

"That's what | thought. But what are their wi ves doing in the city?"

"W bought them"



| slept unconfortably that night. Alone in the hut |I undressed carefully
and | ooked at the damage. One side of ny chest was a mass of bruises, and
there were several deep and pai nful scratches. The wound on ny neck had
stopped bl eeding, but | washed it in warmwater and put on it some ointment |
found in Ml chuskin's first-aid box. | discovered that in the fight one of ny
fingernails had been badly torn, and ny jaw ached when | tried to nove it.

| thought again about returning to the city as Collings had
suggested--it was, after all, only a matter of a few hundred yards away- - but
in the end thought better of it. | had no wish to draw attention to nyself by
appearing in the sterile-clean surroundings of the city looking as if | had
just cone out of a drunken brawl. The truth wasn't too far fromthat, but even
so | thought | would lick ny own wounds.

| tried to sleep, only managi ng to doze off for a fewmnutes at a tine.

In the norning | was awake early, and got up. | didn't wish to see
Mal chuski n before | had had a chance to clean nyself up further. M/ whol e body
ached, and | could nmove only slowy.

Wien he arrived, Ml chuskin was in a bad nood.

"I heard," he said straight away. "Don't try to explain."

"I can't understand what happened."

"You were instrumental in starting a braw ."

"It was the Mlitia . . ." | said weakly.

"Yes, and you ought to know by now that you keep the Mlitia away from
the tooks. They lost a few men sone niles back, and there are a few scores to
settle. Any excuse, and those stupid bastards go in and start clubbing."

"Collings was in trouble," | said. "Something had to be done."

"All right, it wasn't entirely your fault. Collings says now that he
could have handled it if you hadn't brought the MIlitia in . . . but he also
adnmts that he told you to fetch them™

"That's right."

"O K then, but think next tine."

"What do we do now?" | said. "We've no |abourers.”

"There are nore conming today. The work will be slow at first, because
we'll have to train themfor it. But the advantage is that the resentnents
won't start at once, and they' Il work harder. It's later, when they get tine

to think, that the trouble begins.”

"But why do they resent us so? Surely, we pay for their services."

"Yes, but at our price. This is a poor region. The soil's bad, and
there's not much food. We pass by in our city, offer themwhat they need
and they take it. But they get no long-termbenefit, and | suppose we take
nore than we give."

"W shoul d give nore."

"Maybe." Ml chuskin | ooked indifferent. "That's none of our concern. W
work the track."

W had to wait several hours for the new nen to arrive. During that tine
Mal chuskin and | went to the dormtory huts vacated by the previous nmen and
cl eaned them out. The previous occupants had been hustled away by the
mlitiamen during the night, but they'd been given tine to collect their
bel ongi ngs. There was a lot that was left though: mainly old and worn garnents
and scraps of food. Michuskin warned me to keep an eye open for any kind of
nmessage that mght have been left for the new nmen; neither he nor | discovered
anything of this sort.

Later, we went outside and burned anything that had been left.

Around midday a nman fromthe Barter guild came over to us and said that
the new | abourers would be with us shortly. W were nade a formal apol ogy
about what had happened the previous evening, and told that in spite of much
di scussion it had been decided that the MIlitia guard woul d be strengthened
for the time being. Ml chuskin protested, but the Barter guildsman could only
agree: the decision had been taken agai nst his own opinion



| was in two minds about this. On the one hand | had no great admiration
for the mlitiamen, but if their presence could avert a repetition of the
trouble then | supposed it was inevitable.

Mal chuskin was beginning to fret about the delay. | presunmed that this
was because of the ever-present necessity to make up lost tinme, but when
mentioned this he was not as concerned about this as |'d thought.

"We' || nake time on the opti mumon the next wi nching," he said. "The
delay last time was because of the ridge. That's behind us now and the |and's
fairly |l evel ahead of us for the next fewmnmles. |I'mnore concerned about the
state of the track behind the city."

"The Mlitia will be protecting it," | said.

"Yes . . . but they can't stop it buckling. That's the main risk, the
longer it's left.”

"\Why 2"

Mai chuskin | ooked at ne sharply. "W're a |l ong way south of optinum You
know what that neans?"

"No. "

"You haven't been down past yet?"

"What does that nean?"

"A long way south of the city."

"No . . . | haven't."

"Wel|l when you go down there you'll find out what happens. In the
meantime, take ny word for it. The longer we | eave the track laid south of the
city, the nore risk there is of it becom ng unusable."

There was still no sign of the hired nmen, and Ml chuskin left me and
went over and spoke to two nore Track guil dsmen who had just come out of the
city. In a while he returned.

"We'll wait another hour, and if no one's cone by then we'll second sone
men fromone of the other guilds and start work. We can't wait any |onger."

"Can you do that, use other guilds?"

"Hired nen are a luxury, Helward," he said. "In the past the
track-1l ayi ng was done by guildsnen alone. Moving the city's the main priority
and nothing stands in the way. If we had to, we'd have everyone in the city
out here laying the tracks."

Suddenly he seened to relax, and lay back on the ground and closed his
eyes. The sun was alnost directly overhead and it seemed hotter than usual. |
noti ced that over to the north-west there was a line of dark clouds, and that
the air felt stiller and nore humd than normal. Even so, the sun was stil
unt ouched by cl ouds and with ny body still sore fromits beating I would
rather lie here lazily than be working on the track

A few minutes later Mal chuskin sat up and | ooked northwards. Com ng
towards us was a large band of men, led by five of the Barter guil dsnen
wearing their regalia of cloaks and col ours.

"Cood . . . now we start work," said Ml chuskin.

In spite of his barely concealed relief there was nmuch that had to be
done before work could begin. The nen had to be organized into four groups,
and an English-speaki ng one appoi nted | eader. Then bunks had to be allotted in
the huts, and their possessions stowed away. Maichuskin | ooked optimstic
t hroughout all this, in spite of the additional delays.

"They're | ooking hungry,"” he said. "Nothing like an enpty belly to keep
t hem wor ki ng. "

They were indeed a dishevelled Iot. They all had cl othes of sorts but
very few had any shoes, and nost of themwore their hair and beards | ong.
Their eyes were deep-sunken in their faces, and several sported stomachs
swol l en by lack of proper food. | noticed that one or two wal ked with
di sconfort, and one had a nutilated arm

"Are they fit to work?" | asked Maichuskin quietly.

"Not properly. But a few days of work and a proper diet, and they' Il be
OK A lot of tooks ook like this when we first hire them"

I was shocked by the condition they were in, and reflected that the



| ocal standard of living nmust be as bad as Michuskin had made out. If this
were so | could better understand the way resentnent grew agai nst the people
of the city. | supposed that what the city gave in return for the | abourers
was a | ong way beyond what they were generally accustoned to, and this gave
thema glinpse of a better fed, nore confortable life. As the city passed on
they would have to revert to their forner primtive existence, the city
meanwhi | e havi ng taken of the people's best.

More del ays, as the men were given food, but Ml chuskin was | ooking nore
optimstic than ever.

Finally, we were ready to begin. The men formed thenselves into four
groups, each headed by a guildsnman. W set off for the city, collected the
four track bogi es, and headed south down the tracks in grand style. To each
side of the rails the mlitiamen continued their guard, and as we crossed the
ridge we saw that down in the valley we had recently vacated there was a
strong guard around the track buffers.

Wth four track-teams now at work there was the additional incentive of
conpetition I had noticed before. Perhaps it was too early for the nmen to
respond to this, but that would come |ater

Mal chuski n stopped the bogie a short distance before the buffer, and
explained to the group | eader--a m ddl e-aged nman named Juan--what had to be
done. Juan related this to the nen, and they nodded their understandi ng.

"They haven't the vaguest idea what they've got to do," Ml chuskin said
to nme, chuckling. "But they'll pretend to understand."

The first task was to dismantle the buffer, and nove it up the tracks to
a position just behind the city. Ml chuskin and I had only just started to
denonstrate how the buffer was di smantled when the sun went in abruptly and
t he tenperature dropped.

Mal chuskin gl anced up at the sky. "W're in for a storm"

After this remark he paid no nore attention to the weather, and we
continued with the work. A few minutes later we heard the first distant
grunmbl e of thunder, and a short while after that the rain began to fall. The
hired men | ooked up in alarm but Michuskin kept them going. Soon the storm
was on top of us, the lightning flashing and the thunder cracking in a way
that terrified me. We were all soon drenched, but the work continued. | heard
the first conplaints, but Ml chuskin--through Juan--stilled them

As we were taking the conponent parts of the buffer back up the track
the stormcl eared and the sun came out again. One of the nen began to sing,
and soon the others joined in. Mlchuskin | ooked happy. The day's work
finished with erecting the buffer a few yards behind the city; the other crews
al so stopped work when they had built theirs.

The next day we started early. Malchuskin still |ooked happy but
expressed his desire to get on with the work as fast as we coul d.
As we tried to take up the southernnost part of the track, | saw at

first hand the cause of his worry. The tie-bars holding the rails to the

sl eepers had bent, and had to be wenched away nmanual |y, bendi ng them beyond
re-use. Simlarly, the action of the pressure of the tie-bars against the

sl eepers had split the wood in many places--though Ml chuskin decl ared they
could be used agai n--and many of the concrete foundations had cracked.
Fortunately, the rails thenselves were still in a usable condition; although
Mai chuskin said they had buckled slightly, he reckoned they could be

strai ghtened again without too much difficulty. He held a brief conference
with the other Track guildsnen, and it was decided to di spense with the use of
t he bogies for the monent, and concentrate on digging up the track before any
nore of it becane distorted. As it was still some two niles between where we
were working and the city, each journey in the bogie took a long tine and this
deci si on made sense.

By the end of that day we had worked our way up the track to a point
where the buckling effect was only just beginning to be felt. Ml chuskin and
the others decl ared thensel ves satisfied, we |oaded the bogies with as many of
the rails and the sleepers as they would hold, and called a halt again.



And so the track-1abours continued. By the time ny ten-day period cane
to an end, the track-rempoval was well advanced, the hired nmen were worKking
wel |l as teans, and already the new track to the north of the city was being
laid. Wien | left Ml chuskin he was as contented as | had ever seen him and
felt not in the least guilty about taking ny two days' | eave.

Victoria was waiting for ne in her room By this time the bruises and
scratches fromthe fracas had nostly healed, and | had decided to say nothing
of it. Wrd of the scuffle had evidently not reached her, for she did not ask
nme about it.

After |eaving Ml chuskin's hut in the norning I had wal ked across to the
city, enjoying that early part of the norning before it became too hot, and
with this in mnd | suggested to Victoria that we could go up to the platform

"I think it'll be locked at this time of day," she said. "I'll go and
see. "

She was gone for a few seconds, then returned to confirmthat this was
so.

"I suppose it'll be open some time after midday," | said, thinking that
by this tine the sun woul d have passed fromthe view of the platform

"Take your clothes off," she said. "They need | aundering again."

| started to undress but suddenly Victoria came over to me and put her
arms around ne. We ki ssed, spontaneously realizing that we were pleased to see
each ot her.

"You're putting on weight," she said, as she slipped the shirt fromny
shoul ders and ran her hand lightly across ny chest.

"It's all the work I'mdoing," | said, and began to unbutton her
cl ot hes.

As a consequence of this change in our plans it wasn't until some tine
later that Victoria took nmy clothes away to be | aundered, |eaving ne to enjoy
the conforts of a proper bed.

After we had eaten sone |unch we discovered that the way to the platform
was now open, and so we noved up there. This tinme we were not al one; two nen
fromthe education administration were there before us. They recogni zed us
both fromour days in the creéeche, and soon we were involved in a bland
conversati on about what we had been doing since conmng of age. From Victoria's
expression | gathered that she was as bored as | was with this, but neither of
us liked to nake a nove to finish it.

In due course the nmen bade us farewell and returned to the interior of

the city.
Victoria wi nked at nme, then giggled.
"God, I'mglad we're not still in the créche," she said.

"So aml. And | thought they were interesting when they were teaching
us."
W sat down together on one of the seats and | ooked out across the
| andscape. Fromthis part of the city it was not possible to see what was
happeni ng i mredi ately at the side of the city, and even as | knew t he
track-crews would be carting the rails fromthe southern side to the north, it

was not possible to see them

"Helward . . . why does the city nove?"
"I don't know. Not exactly, anyway."
She said: "I don't know what the guilds imgi ne we think about this. No

one ever says anything about it, though one has only to cone up here to see
the city has noved. And yet if you ask anyone about it you're told it's not
the concern of an adnministrator. Are we not supposed to ask questions?"

"They tell you nothi ng?"

"Nothing at all. A couple of days ago | cane up here and di scovered that
the city had noved. A few days before that the platformhad been | ocked for



two days on end, and word was passed round to secure | oose property. But that
was all."

"OK," | said, "you tell ne sonething. At the time the city was noving,
were you aware of it?"

"No . . . or | think not. Renenber, | didn't realize until afterwards.
Thi nki ng back, | don't recall anything unusual the day it must have been

nmoved, but |'ve never left the city and so | suppose all the time | was
growing up I must have got used to occasional noves. Does the city travel
al ong a road?"

"A system of tracks."

"But why?"

"I shouldn't tell you."

"You prom sed you woul d. Anyway, | don't see what harmit would do to
tell me howit nmoves . . . it's pretty clear it does."

The old dil enma agai n, but what she said nade sense even though it was
in conflict with the oath. G adually, | was com ng to wonder about the

continued validity of the oath, even as | felt it erodi ng about ne.

| said: "The city is nmoving towards sonething known as the optinum
which Iies due north of the city. At the nonent the city is about three and a
half mles south of optinmum™"

"So it will stop soon?"

"No . . . and that's what isn't clear to nme. Apparently, even if the
eity ever did reach optimumit couldn't stop as the optimumitself is always
nmovi ng. "

"Then what's the point of trying to reach it?"

There was no answer to that, because | didn't know

Victoria continued to ask questions, and in the end | told her about the
work on the tracks. | tried to keep my descriptions to the mninmum but it was
difficult to know how far | was breaching the oath, in spirit if not in
practice. |I found that everything | said to her | qualified immediately
afterwards with a reference to the oath.

Finally, she said: "Look, don't say any nore about this. You obviously
don't want to."

"I"mjust confused," | said. "lI'mforbidden to talk, but you' ve made ne
see that | don't have any right to withhold fromyou what | know "

Victoria was silent for a mnute or two.

"I don't know about you," she said eventually, "but in the | ast few days
I've begun to develop a rather strong dislike for the guild system"

"You're not alone. | haven't heard many advocate it."

"Do you think it could be that those in charge of the guilds keep the
systemin operation after it has outlived its original purpose? It seens to ne

that the system works by suppression of know edge. | don't see what that
achieves. It has made nme very discontented, and I'msure |'mnot alone.”
"Perhaps I'Il be the sane when | becone a full guildsman."
"I hope not," she said, and | aughed.
"There is one thing," | said. "Wenever |'ve asked Mal chuskin--he's the

man |'mworking with--the sort of questions you' ve asked me, he says that [|'l]
find out in due course. It's as if there is a good reason for the guilds, and
it relates in some way to the reason the city has to nove. So far, all |'ve
learnt is the city does have to nove . . . but that's all. Wen |I'mout there
it's all work, and no tinme to ask questions. But what is clear is that noving
the city is the first priority."

"I'f you ever find out, will you tell ne?"

| thought for a noment. "I don't see how | can pronise that."

Victoria stood up abruptly and wal ked to the far side of the platform
She stood at the rail, |ooking out across the roof of the city buil ding bel ow
at the countryside. | made no nove to join her; it was an inpossible

situation. Already | had said too much, and in her demands that | say nore
Victoria was placing too great a burden on nme. And yet | couldn't deny her
After a few minutes she returned to the seat and sat down beside ne.



"I"ve found out how we get married," she said.

" Anot her cer enony?"

"No, it's much sinpler. W just have to sign a formand give a copy to
each of our chiefs. I've got the fornms downstairs . . . they're really very
straightforward."

"So we could sign themright away."

"Yes." She | ooked at ne seriously. "Do you want to?"

"Of course. Do you?"

"Yes."

"In spite of everything?"

"What do you nean?" she said.

"In spite of the fact that you and | can't seemto talk w thout coning
across sonething | either can't or shouldn't tell you, and the fact that you
seemto blane nme for it."

"Does it worry you?" she said.

"Alot, yes."

"W coul d postpone getting married if you prefer.”

"Wul d that solve anything?" | said.

| was uncertain of what it would nean if Victoria and |I broke off our
engagemnent . Because the guilds had been instrumental in formally introducing
us, what new breach of the systemwould it inply to say now that we did not
intend to marry? On the other hand, once the formal introduction was out of
the way there appeared to be no pressure on us to marry inmmediately. As far as
she and | were concerned the vexations of the limtations placed by the oath
were the only differences between us. Wthout those, we seened to be perfectly
suited to each other.

"Let's leave it for a while," said Victori a.

Later in the day we returned to her roomand the nood |i ghtened
considerably. W talked a lot, carefully skirting those topics of conversation
we both knew caused problenms. . . and by the time we went to bed our attitude
had changed. Wen we woke up in the norning we signed the forns and took them
along to the guild leaders. Future Clausewitz was not in the city but | found
anot her Future guildsman, and he accepted it on Clausewitz's behal f. Everyone
seened pl eased, and later that day Victoria's nother spent a lot of time with
us, telling us of what new freedons and advantages we woul d enjoy as a married
coupl e.

Before | left the city to rejoin Malchuskin on the tracks | cleared what
remai ned of ny possessions fromthe créeche, and nmoved in officially with
Victoria.

| was a married man, and | was six hundred and fifty-two niles ol d.
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For the next fewmles nmy life settled into a routine that was for the
nost part agreeable. During nmy visits to the city ny life with Victoria was
confortabl e, happy, and |loving. She would tell ne nuch of her work, and
t hrough her | canme to learn how the day to day life of the city was
adm ni stered. Sonetines she would ask me about ny work outside, but her early
curiosity had either faded or she now thought better of asking ne, for the
resent ments never again becane as obvious as at first.

Qut side, ny apprenticeship progressed. The nore work outside the city I
participated in, the nore | realized how nmuch of a nutual effort the city's
novi ng was.

At the end of ny last mile with Ml chuskin | was transferred on order of
Clausewitz to the Mlitia. This cane as an unpl easant surprise, as | had
assuned that on conpletion of nmy training on the tracks I would start work
with my own guild of Futures. However, | discovered that | was to be
transferred to another first-order guild every three niles.

| was sorry to | eave Mal chuskin, for his sinple application to the



strenuous work on the tracks had an undeni abl e appeal. After we were past the
ridge the terrain had been easier for track-laying, and as the new group of
hired men continued to | abour w thout untoward conpl aint his di scontent had
seenmed to fade.

Before reporting to the Mlitia | sought out Clausewitz. | did not wsh
to make too nuch of an issue, but | asked himfor the reason behind the
deci si on.

"It's standard practice, Mann," he said.

"But, sir, | thought by now | should be ready to enter ny own guild."
He sat in a relaxed manner behind his desk, not in the |east disturbed
by my mild protest. | guessed that such a query was not unusual

"W have to maintain a full Mlitia. Sonetinmes it becomes necessary to
draft other guildsnmen to defend the city. If so, we do not have the time then
to train them Every first-order guildsman has served time in the MIlitia, and
so must you."

There was no argunent with that, and so | becane Crossbowran Second
Class Mann for the next three mles.

| detested this period, fuming at the waste of tine and the apparent
insensitivity of the nen | was forced to work with. | knew that |I was only
making life difficult for nyself, and so it was, for within a few hours | was
probably the nost unpopular recruit in the entire Mlitia. My only relief was
the presence of two other apprentices--one with the Barter guild and anot her
with the Track guild--who seemed to share ny outl ook. They, however, had the
fortunate ability to adapt to the new conpany and suffered |l ess than I

The quarters for the Mlitia were in the area next to the stables at the
very base of the city. These consisted of two large dormitories, and we were
obliged to live, eat, and sleep in conditions of intolerable overcrowdi ng and
filth. During the days we went through apparently endl ess periods of training
i nvol ving | ong marches across the countryside; and were taught to fight
unarmed, taught to swimrivers, taught to clinb trees, taught to eat grass,
and any nunber of other futile activities. At the end of the three mles |I had
| earned to shoot with a crossbow, and | had | earned how to defend nyself when
unarmed. | had made nyself sone bitter personal enemes, and | knew | should
have to keep out of their way for some considerable time to come. | wote it
of f to experience.

After this | was transferred to the Traction guild, and at once |I was
much happier. Indeed, fromthis point to the end of my apprenticeship nmy life
was pl easant and fruitful.

The nmen responsible for the traction of the city were quiet,
hard-working, and intelligent. They noved wi thout haste, but they saw that the
wor k for which they were responsi ble was done, and done well.

My one previous experience of their work--when watching the city being
wi nched--had not revealed to ne the extent of their operations. Traction was
not simply a question of nmoving the city but also involved its interna
affairs.

| discovered that a |l arge nuclear reactor was situated in the centre of
the city, on the lowest level. It was fromthis that the city derived all its
power, and the nen who operated it were also responsible for the city's
conmuni cati on and sanitary systems. Many of the Traction guildsnen were
wat er - engi neers, and | |earned that throughout the city there was a
conplicated system of pumnping which ensured that al nost every |ast drop of
wat er was continually recycled. The food-synthesizer, | discovered to ny
horror, was based on a sewage filtration device, and although it was operated
and progranmmed by adm nistrators inside the city, it was in the Traction
punpi ng-roomthat the quantity (and in sonme respects the quality) of
synt hesi zed food was ultimtely deterni ned.

It was al nost as a secondary function that the reactor was used to power
t he w nches.

There were six of these, and they were built in a massive steel housing
runni ng east-west across the city's base. O the six, only five were used at



any one tinme, the other being overhauled by rotation. The primary cause for
concern with the wi nches was the bearings, which, after many thousands of
mles' use, were very worn. During the time | was with the Traction nmen there
was a certain anmount of debate on the subject of whether the w nching should
be carried out on four wi nches--thus allowing nore time for bearing
servicing--or should be increased to all six w nches, thus reduci ng wear. The
consensus seemed to be to continue with the present system for no mgjor
deci si ons were taken

One of the jobs | worked on with the Traction men was checking the
cables. This too was a recurring task for the cables were as old as the
wi nches, and breakages happened nore frequently than was ideal, which was
never. Each of the six cables used by the city had been repaired severa
times, and in addition to the weaknesses this caused there were several parts
of each cable which were beginning to fray. Before each w nching, therefore,
each of the five cables to be used had to be checked over foot by foot,
cl eaned and greased, and bound where frays occurred.

Always in the reactor-room or working outside on the cables, the talk
was of catching up the lost ground towards the opti num How the w nches m ght
be i mproved, how new cabl es m ght be obtained. The entire guild seened to be
alive with ideas, but they were not nen fond of theories. Mich of their work
was concerned w th nundane matters; for instance, while | was with the guild a
new proj ect was begun to construct an additional water-reservoir in the city.

One pl easurabl e benefit of this aspect of ny apprenticeship was that |
was able to spend the nights with Victoria. A though | cane back to the room
at night hot and dirty fromny work, | was for this short period enjoying the
conforts of a domestic existence and the satisfactions of a worthwhile job.

One day, working outside the city as one of the cables was being haul ed
nmechani cal ly out towards the di stant stayenpl acenent, | asked the guil dsnan |
was with about Gel man Jase.

"An old friend of nmine, apprenticed to your guild. Do you know hi n"

"About your age is he?"

"A bit older."
"We had a couple of apprentices through a few nmiles back. Can't renenber
their names. | can check, if you like."

| was curious to see Jase. It had been a long tine since |I'd seen him
and it would be good to conpare notes with someone who was goi ng through the
same process as nyself.

Later that day | was told that Jase had been one of the two apprentices

the man had nmentioned. | asked how | could contact him
"He won't be around for a while."
"Where is he?" | said.

"He's left the city. Down past."
Too soon, my time with the Traction guild ended and | was transferred to

the Barter guild for the next three nmiles. | greeted this news with ni xed
feelings, having witnessed one of their operations at first hand. To ny
surprise | learnt 1| was to work with Barter Collings, and to ny further

surprise | discovered it was he who had requested I work with him

"I heard you were joining the guild for three mles," he said. "Thought
I'"d like to show you our work isn't all dealing with rioting tooks."

Li ke the other guildsnmen, Collings had a roomin one of the forward
towers of the city, and here he showed me a long roll of paper with a detail ed
plan drawn on it.

"You needn't take too rmuch notice of nost of this. It's a map of the
terrain ahead of us, and it's conpiled by the Futures." He showed ne the
synmbol s for mountains, rivers, valleys, steep gradients--all vital information
for those who planned the route the city would take on its |ong slow journey
towards opti mum "These black squares represent settlenents. That's what we're
concerned with. How many | anguages do you speak?"

| told himthat | had never found | anguages easy when in the créche, and
only spoke French, and that haltingly.



"As well you're not planning to join our guild permanently,"” he said.
"Ability with languages is our stock in trade."

He told ne that the | ocal inhabitants spoke Spanish, and that he and the
other Barter guildsnmen had to learn this fromone of the books in the city
library as there were no people of Spanish descent in the city. They got by,
but there were recurring difficulties with dialects.

Collings told me that of all the first-order guilds only the Track guild
used hired | abour regularly. Sonetimes the BridgeBuilders had to hire men for

short periods, but by and |arge the major part of the Barters' work was in

hiring manual |abourers for the track-work. . . and what Collings referred to
as "transference."

"What is that?" | said inmediately.

Collings said: "It's what nakes us so unpopular. The city | ooks for

settlenents where food is short, where poverty is w despread. Fortunately for
the city this is a poor region, so we have a strong bargai ning position. W
can offer them food, technology to help their farm ng, nedicines, electrica
power; in return, the men | abour for us, and we borrow their young wonen. They

cone to the city for a short while, and perhaps they will give birth to new
citizens."

"I"ve heard of this,” | said. "I can't believe it happens.”

"Why not ?"

"Isn't it . . . imoral?" | said hesitantly.

"Is it imoral to want to keep the city peopl ed? Wthout fresh bl ood we
woul d die out within a couple of generations. Mst children born to people in
the city are male."

I remenbered the fight that had started. "But the wonen who transfer to
the city are sonetimes married, aren't they?"

"Yes . . . but they stay only to give birth to one child. After that,
they are free to | eave."

"What happens to the chil d?"

"If it is agirl, she stays in the city and is brought up in the creche.
If it is a boy, the nother nay take it with her or may leave it in the city."

And then | understood the diffidence with which Victoria had spoken on
this subject. My nother had cone to the city from outside, and afterwards had

left. She had not taken ne with her; | had been rejected. But there was no
pain in this realization

The Barter guildsnen, |ike those of the Futures guild, rode out across
the countryside on horses. | had never learnt to ride, and so when we |left the
city and headed north | wal ked beside Collings. Later, he showed me how to
ride the horse, telling nme that | would need to ride when |I joined nmy father's

guild. The technique cane slowy; at first | was frightened of the horse and
found it difficult to control. Gadually, as | realized the animal was docile
and good-natured, ny confidence grew and the horse--as if understandi ng

t hi s--responded better.

W did not travel far fromthe city. There were two settlenents to the
north-east, and we visited themboth. W were greeted with sone curiosity, but
Col lings's assessnent was that neither settlenment displayed any great need for
the commdities the city could offer, and so he made no attenpts to negoti ate.
He told ne that the city's needs for |abour were nmet for the nonment, and that
there were enough transferred wonmen to be going on wth.

After the first journey away fromthe city--which took nine days, and
during which we lived and slept rough--1 returned to the city with Collings,
to hear the news that the Council of Navigators had given the go-ahead for a
bridge to be built. According to the interpretation Collings gave ne, there
were two possible routes ahead of the city. One angled the city towards the
nort h-west, and al though avoiding a narrow chasmled through hilly country
wi th much broken rock; the other | ed across nore | evel country but required a
bridge to be built across the chasm It was this latter course which had been
sel ected, and so all available | abour was to be diverted tenporarily to the
Bri dge-Buil ders guild.



As the bridge was now the major priority, Ml chuskin and anot her Track
gui I dsman and each of their gangs were drafted, about one half of the entire
Mlitia force was relieved of other duties to assist, and several men fromthe
Traction guild were to supervise the laying of the rail-way across the bridge.
Utimate responsibility for the design and structure of the bridge lay with
the Bridge-Builders guild itself, and they requested fifty additional hired
| abourers fromthe Barter guild.

Col lings and another Barter guildsman left the city at once, and headed
for the local settlenments; neanwhile, | was taken north to the site of the
bri dge, and was placed in the charge of the supervising guildsman, Bridges
Lerouex, Victoria's father

When | saw the chasm| realized that the bridge presented a najor
engi neering problem It was w de--about sixty yards across at the point
sel ected for the bridge--and the chasmwalls were crunbly and broken. A
fast-running streamlay at the bottom In addition, the northern side of the
chasm was some ten feet [ower than the southern side, which neant that the
track woul d have to be laid across a ranp for sone distance after the chasm

The Bridge-Builders guild had decided that the bridge nust be suspended.
There was insufficient tine to build an arch or cantil ever bridge, and the
ot her favoured nethod--that of a tinber scaffolding support in the chasm
itself--was inpracticable owing to the nature of the chasm

Wrk started imrediately on the building of four towers: two each to
north and south of the chasm These were apparently insubstantial affairs,
built of tubular steel. During the construction one man fell froma tower and
was killed. The work continued without delay. Shortly after this | was all owed
to return to the city for one of ny periods of |eave and while | was there the
city was winched forward. It was the first tinme | had been inside the city
knowi ng that a wi nching operation was taking place, and | was interested to
note that there was no discernable sensation of noverment, although there was a
slight increase in background noise, presumably fromthe w nch notors.

It was during this |eave too that Victoria told me she was pregnant; an
announcement that caused her mother nuch joy. | was delighted, and for one of
the fewtimes in ny life | drank too much wi ne and made a fool of nyself. No
one seened to mnd

Back outside the city, | saw that the usual work on tracks and cabl es
continued--if with a general shortage of |abour--and that we were now only two
mles fromthe site of the bridge. Speaking to one of the Traction guil dsnmen

as | passed, | learnt that the city was only one and a half mles from
opti mum
This information did not register until later, when | realized that the

bridge itself nmust actually be to the north of optimmby about half a mle

There followed a | ong period of delay. The bridge-buil ding proceeded
slowy. After the accident nore stringent safety precautions were introduced,
and there were recurring checks by Lerouex's nen on the strength of the
structure. As we worked, we learnt that the track-1aying operations at the
city were going slowy; in one sense this suited us, as the bridge was a | ong
way from being ready, but in another it was a cause for anxiety. Any tine |ost
in the endl ess pursuit of the optimm was not good.

One day, word passed around the site that the bridge itself was at the
poi nt of optinmum This news caused ne to | ook anew at our surroundi ngs, but
there seened to be nothing unusual about optimum Once again, | wondered what
its special significance was, but as the days passed and the optimum noved on
inits arcane way northwards it noved al so fromny thoughts.

Wth the resources of the city now being concentrated on the bridge,
there was no chance of furthering my apprenticeship. Every ten days | was
allowed my | eave--as were all guildsnen on the site--but there was no thought
now of ny acquiring a general know edge of the functions of the various
guilds. The bridge was the priority.

O her work continued, though. A few yards to the south of the bridge a
cabl e-stay enpl acenent was built, and the tracks were run up to it. In due



course the city was wi nched along the tracks, and it stood silently near the
chasmwaiting for the conpletion of the bridge.

The nost difficult and demandi ng aspect of the bridge-building cane with
runni ng the chains across the chasmfromthe south towers to the north, then
suspending the rail-way fromthem Time was passing and Lerouex and the other
gui l dsmen grew worried. | understood this was because as the optinmum noved
slowy northwards away fromthe bridge, the construction of the bridge itself
woul d soon be laying itself open to the same problemthat Ml chuskin had shown
me with the tracks to the south of the city: it was liable to buckle. Although
t he design of the bridge was intended to conpensate for this to a certain
extent, there was a definite limt to howlong we could delay the crossing.
Now wor k conti nued through the nights, lit by powerful arc-lanps powered from
within the city. Leave was suspended, and a system of shifts devised.

As the slabs of the rail-way were laid, Michuskin and the others put
down tracks. Meanwhile, cable-stays were being erected on the northern side,
just beyond the el aborate ranps that had been built.

The city was so close by, we were able to sleep in our quarters inside
it, and I found a confusing difference between the extrene activity of the
bridge site and the conparatively cal mand normal atnosphere of everyday work
inside the city. My behaviour evidently reflected this confusion, because for
a while Victoria's questions about the work outside were renewed.

Soon, though, the bridge was ready. There was a further delay of a day
whi |l e Lerouex and the other Bridges guildsnmen carried out a series of
el aborate tests. Their expressions stayed concerned, even as they pronounced
the bridge safe. During the hours of the night the city prepared for the
wi nchi ng.

As dawn was breaking, the Traction nen signalled the clear . . . and
with infinite stealth the city inched forward. | had taken a vantage point on
one of the two suspension towers on the south side of the chasm and as the
city's forward wheels nmoved slowly on to the tracks on the rail-way itself |
felt a trenmble of vibration through the tower as the chains took the strain.
In the weak light of the rising sun | saw the suspension chai ns bei ng tugged
into a deeper curve by the weight, the rail-way itself clearly sagging with
t he i mense burden being placed on it. | |ooked at the Bridges guil dsman
nearest to me, who was squatting on the tower a few yards away fromnme. Hs
whol e attention was on a | oad-neter, which was connected to the overhead
chains. No one watching the delicate operation noved or spoke, as if the
slightest interruption could disturb the balance. The city noved on, and soon
the entire length of the bridge rail-way was bearing the weight of the city.

The silence was broken abruptly. Wth a | oud cracki ng noi se that echoed
round the rocky walls of the chasm one of the w nching cables snapped, and
whi pl ashed back, slicing through a line of mlitianmen. A physical trenor ran
t hrough the structure of the bridge, and fromdeep inside the city |I heard the
ri sing whine of the suddenly free wi nch, sharply cut off as the Traction man
controlling the differential drive phased it out. Now on only four cables, and
nmoving visibly slower, the city continued on its way. On the northern side of
the chasm the broken cable |ay snaked across the ground, curling over the
bodi es of five of the mlitianen.

The npst critical part of the crossing was done: the city nmoved between
the two northern towers, and began to slide slowy down the ranps towards the
cabl e-stays. Soon it stopped, but no one spoke. There was no sense of relief,
no cry of celebration. On the far side of the chasmthe bodies of the
mlitiamen were being placed on stretchers, ready to be taken into the city.
The city itself was safe for the noment, but there was nmuch to be done. The
bri dge had caused an unavoi dabl e del ay, and now the city was four and a hal f
m | es behind opti mum The tracks had to be taken up, the broken cabl e
repai red. The suspension towers and chains had to be dismantled, and saved for
possi bl e future use.

Soon the city would be winching again . . . ever onward, ever
nort hwards, heading for the optinumthat managed sonehow to be al ways a few



m | es ahead.

PART TWD

Hel ward Mann was riding. Standing in the stirrups, with his head down
agai nst the side of the neck of the large tan mare, he rejoiced in the
sensations of speed: the wi nd bl owi ng back his hair, the crunch of hooves
agai nst the pebbly soil, the rippling of the beast's nuscular |oins, the
ever-present anticipation of a stunble, a throw They were riding south, away
fromthe prinmtive settlenent they had just left, down through the foothills
and across the plain towards the city. As the city of Earth came into view
behind a low rise of ground, Helward sl owed the horse to a canter and gui ded
her in a broad turn so that they headed back north. Soon they were wal ki ng,
and as the day grew hotter Helward di smounted and wal ked by her side.

He was thinking of Victoria, now many niles pregnant. She was | ooking
heal thy and beautiful, and the nmedical adm nistrator had said the pregnancy
was going well. Helward was allowed nore tine in the city now, and they spent
many days together. It was fortunate that the city was once agai n nmovi ng
across unbroken ground, because he knew that if another bridge becane
necessary, or an energency of any sort arose, his time with her would be
curtailed drastically.

He was waiting now for his apprenticeship to end. He had worked hard and
long with all the guilds save one: his own, the Futures guild. Barter Collings
had told himthe end of the apprenticeship was approaching, and | ater the sane
day he was to see Future Clausewitz and formally discuss his progress so far
The apprenticeship couldn't end soon enough for Helward. Though still an
adol escent in his enotional outlook, by the ways of the city he was deened an
adul t; he had indeed worked and | earned for that status. Fully aware of the
city's external priorities, if still not sure of their rationale, he was ready
to be accorded his title of full guildsman. In the last few niles his body had
grown rmuscul ar and lean, and his skin had tanned to a deep healthy gol den. He
was no longer stiff after a day of |abour, and he wel comed the sensation of
wel | -being that followed a difficult task well done. Wth nost of the
gui I dsmren he had worked under he had becone respected and |iked for his
wi |l lingness to work hard and without question, and as his donmestic life in the
city settled down to a steady and loving relationship with Victoria he becane
wel I known and accepted as a man with whomthe city's security could soon be
entrust ed.

Wth Barter Collings in particular, Helward had established a good and
am cabl e wor ki ng partnership. Wen he had served his obligatory three nmle
periods with each of the other guilds he had been allowed to choose a further
period of five mles with any one of the guilds but his own, and he had
i medi ately asked to work with Collings. The Barter work attracted him for it
enabl ed himto see sonething of the way of life of the |ocal people.

The area through which the city was currently passing was hi gh and
barren, and the soil was poor. Settlenents were few, and those that they
approached were al nost invariably clustered around one or another collection
of ramshackl e buil dings. The squal or was terrible, and di sease was w despread.
There appeared to be no kind of central administration, for each of the
settlenents had its own rituals of organization. Sometines they were greeted
with hostility, and at other times the people hardly seened to care.

The Barter work was one largely of judgenent: assessing the particular
out | ook and needs of a chosen community, and negotiating along those lines. In
nost cases, negotiations were fruitless; the one thing all settlenments seened
to share was an abiding | ethargy. Wen Collings could initiate any kind of
i nterest, the needs becane i medi ately apparent. By and large, the city could
fulfil them Wth its high degree of organization, and the technol ogy



available to it, the city had over the nmles accunmul ated a | arge stockpile of
foodstuffs, nedicines, and chemcals, and it had al so | earnt by experience
whi ch of these were nost required. So with offers of antibiotics, seeds,
fertilizers, water-purifiers--even, in sone cases, offers of assistance to
repair existing inplenents--the Barter guildsnen could lay the groundwork for
their own denmands.

Collings had tried to teach Helward to speak Spanish, but he had little
ability with | anguages. He picked up a handful of phrases, but contributed
very little to the often | engthy periods of negotiation

Terns had been agreed with the settlenment they had just left. Twenty nen
could be raised to work on the city tracks, and another ten were prom sed from
a smaller settlement sone distance away. In addition, five wonen had either
vol unteered or been coerced--Helward was uncertain which, and he did not
guestion Collings--to nmove into the city. He and Collings were now returning
to the city to obtain the prom sed supplies, and prepare the various guilds
for the new influx of tenporary popul ation. Collings had decided that all of
t he peopl e shoul d be nedically exam ned, and this would place an additiona
burden on the medical admnistrators.

Hel ward |i ked working to the north of the city. This would soon be his
territory, for it was up here, beyond the optinmum that the Future guild did
its work. He often saw Future guildsmen riding north, away into the distant
territory where one day the city would have to travel. Once or tw ce he had
seen his father, and they had spoken briefly. Helward had hoped that with his
experi ence as an apprentice, the unease which dogged their relationship would
vani sh, but his father was apparently as unconfortable as ever in his conpany.
Hel ward suspected that there was no deep and subtle reason for this, because
Col l'i ngs had once been tal king about the Future guild, and had nentioned his
father. "A difficult man to talk to," Collings had said. "Pleasant when you
get to know him but he keeps to hinself."

After half an hour Helward renmounted the horse, and wal ked her back
along their previous path. Some tine |ater he came across Collings, who was
resting in the shade of a |large boulder. Helward joined him and they shared
some of the food. As a gesture of goodwill, the | eader of the settlenent had
given thema large slab of fresh cheese, and they ate sonme of it, relishing
the break fromtheir nore normal diet of processed, synthesized food.

"If they eat this," Helward said, "I can't see that they would have nmuch
use for our slop."

"Don't think they eat this all the time. This was the only one they had.
It was probably stolen from sonewhere else. | saw no cattle."

"So why did they give it to us?"

"They need us."

Sone tine later they continued on their way towards the city. Both nen
wal ked, | eading the horse. Helward was both | ooking forward to returning to
the city, and regretting that this period of his apprenticeship had ended.
Real i zing that this was probably the last time he would have with Collings, he
felt the stirrings of an old and long buried intention to talk to hi mabout
somet hing that still caused himto fret fromtine to tine, and of all the nen
he had net outside the city Collings was the only one with whom he coul d
di scuss it. Even so, he turned over the problemin his mnd for sone tine
before finally deciding to raise it.

"You're unnaturally quiet," said Collings suddenly.

"I know . . . sorry. |I'mthinking about becom ng a guildsman. |'m not
"mready. "

"\Why 2"

"It's not easy to say. It's a vague doubt."

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"Yes. That is . . . can I?"

"I don't see why not."

"Well . . . sonme of the guildsmen won't," said Helward. "I was very
confused when | first came outside the city, and | learnt then not to ask too

sure |



many questions."

"It depends what the questions are,"” said Collings.

Hel ward deci ded to abandon trying to justify hinself.

"It's two things," he said. "The optinmum and the oath. I'mnot sure
about either of them"

"That's not surprising. |'ve worked with dozens of apprentices over the
mles, and they all worry about those."

"Can you tell me what | want to know?"

Col l'i ngs shook his head. "Not about the optimum That's for you to
di scover for yourself."

"But all | know about it is that it noves northwards. Is it an arbitrary
t hi ng?"

"It's not arbitrary . . . but | can't talk about it. | prom se you that
you'll find out what you want to know very soon. But what's the problemwith
t he oat h?"

Hel ward was silent for a nonent.

Then he said: "If you knew I'd broken it--if you knew at this
monent--you'd kill ne. Is that right?"

"I'n theory, yes."

"And in practice?"

"I"d worry about it for days, then probably talk to one of the other
gui I dsmen and see what he advi sed. But you haven't broken it, have you?"

“I'"'mnot sure."

"You' d better tell me about it.

"Al'l right."

Hel ward started to tal k about the questions Victoria had asked hi m at
the very beginning, and tried to confine his account to vague generalities. As

Col lings stayed silent, Helward began to go into nore and nore detail. Soon he
found himsel f recounting, alnbst word for word, everything he had told her
When he had finished, Collings said: "I don't think you' ve anything to

worry about™”

Hel ward experienced a feeling of relief, but the nagging problem could
not be dispelled as quickly as that.

"Why not ?"

"No harm has cone of your saying anything to your wife."

The city had come into view as they wal ked, and they could see the
customary signs of activity around the tracks.

"But it can't be as sinple as that," said Helward. "The oath is very
firmin the way it is wirded, and the penalty is hardly a Iight one."

"True . . . but the guildsnen who are alive today inherited it. The oath
was passed to us, and we pass it on. So will you in your turn. This isn't to
say the guilds agree with it, but no one has yet come up with an alternative."

"So the guilds would Iike to dispense with it if possible?" said
Hel war d

Collings grinned at him "That's not what | said. The history of the
city goes back a long way. The founder was a man nanmed Francis Destaine, and
it is generally believed that he introduced the oath. From what we can
understand of the records of the time such a regi men of secrecy was probably

desirable. But today . . . well, things are a little nore |ax."

"But the oath continues."

"Yes, and | think it still has a function. There are a | arge nunber of
people in the city who may never know what goes on out here, and will never

need to know. These are the people who are mainly concerned with the running
of the city's services. They cone into contact with the people from outside
the city--the transferred wonen, for exanple--and if they were to speak too
freely, perhaps the true nature of the city woul d becone comobn know edge with
t he people outside. W already have trouble with the | ocals, the tooks as the
mlitia calls them You see, the city's existence is a precarious one, and has
to be guarded at all costs."
"Are we in danger?"



"Not at the noment. But if there were any sabotage, the danger woul d be
i medi ate and great. W're unpopular as things stand. . . there's no profit in
al l owi ng that unpopularity to be conpounded with a | ocal awareness of our
vul nerability."

"So | can be nore open with Victoria?"

"Use your judgenent. She's Lerouex's daughter, isn't she? Sensible girl.
So long as she keeps to herself whatever you tell her, | can't see any harm
But don't go talking to too many people."

"I won't," said Helward.

"And don't go tal king about the opti mum noving. It doesn't."

Hel ward | ooked at himin surprise. "I was told it noved."

"You were nisinforned. The optinumis stationary."

"Then why does the city never reach it?"

"It does, fromtime to time," said Collings. "But it can never stay
there for long. The ground noves away sout hwards fromit."

The tracks extended about one mle to the north of the city. As Helward
and Col | i ngs approached they saw one of the wi nch-cabl es bei ng haul ed out
towards the stay-enplacenments. Wthin a day or two the city would nove forward
agai n.

They led the horse over the tracks, and wal ked down towards the city.
Here on the north side was the entrance to the dark tunnel that ran beneath
the city, and which gave the only official access to the interior

Hel ward wal ked with Collings as far as the stables.

"Goodbye, Helward."

Hel ward took the proffered hand, and they shook warmy

"You make that sound very final," said Helward.

Col l'ings shrugged in an of f-hand way. "I shan't be seeing you for sone
time. Good luck, son."

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"I"mnot going anywhere. But you are. Just take care, and nake of it
what you can."

Before Helward could reply the man had turned away and hurried into the
stables. For a nmonent Helward was tenpted to go after him but an instinct
told himthat it would serve no purpose. Perhaps Collings had already told him
nore than he shoul d.

Wth mxed feelings, Helward continued down the tunnel to the el evator
and waited for the car. Wien it arrived he went straight to the fourth | evel
to look for Victoria. She was not in their room so he went down to the
synthetics plant to find her. She was now nore than ei ghteen mles pregnant,
but was planfling to continue working for as |ong as possible.

When she saw himshe left her bench, and they returned to the room
together. There were still two hours to spare before Helward was to see Future
Clausewitz, and they passed the tinme with inconsequential conversation. Later
when the door was unl ocked, they spent a few mnutes together on the outside
pl atform

At the appointed tine Helward went up to the seventh | evel, and gai ned
access to the guild block. He was now no stranger to this part of the city,
but he visited it infrequently enough to feel still slightly in awe of the
seni or guil dsmen and Navi gat ors.

Clausewitz was waiting in the Future guild room and was al one. \Wen
Hel ward arrived he greeted himcordially, and offered himsonme w ne.

Fromthe Futures' roomit was possible to see through a snmall w ndow
towards the north of the city. Ahead, Helward could see the rising ground he
had been working in during the |last few days.

"You' ve settled in well, Apprentice Mann

"Thank you, sir."



"Do you feel ready to becone a Future?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good . . . fromthe guild s point of viewthere's no reason why you
shoul dn't. You've earned yourself sone good reports.”

"Except fromthe Mlitia," Helward said

"You needn't concern yourself with that. Mlitary life doesn't suit
everyone."

Helward felt a small relief; his bad showing in the MIlitia had nade him
wonder if word of it had got back to his guild.

"The purpose of this interview," Clausewitz went on, "is to tell you
what is to happen next. You still have a nomi nal three mles' apprenticeship
to serve with our guild, but as far as I amconcerned that will be a nere
technicality. Before that, though, you are to leave the city. It's a part of
your training. You will probably be away for some tine."

"May | enquire for how | ong?" said Hel ward.

"It's difficult to say. Several mles, certainly. It nmight be as few as
ten or fifteen, or it mght be as long as a hundred nmiles of tine."

"But Victoria--"

"Yes, | understand she's expecting a child. Wien is it due?"
"I n about nine miles," said Helward.
Clausewitz frowned. "lI'mafraid you will have to be away at that tine.

There's really no alternative."

"But couldn't it be left until afterwards?"

"I"'msorry, no. There's sonething you have to do. You know by now t hat
fromtime to time the city is obliged to barter for the use of wonen fromthe
out side. W keep these wonen for as short a time as possible, but even so they
are rarely here for less than thirty mles. It is part of the bargain we
strike that they are given safe conduct back to their settlenents . . . and
there are now three wonen who wish to leave. It is the customof the city to
use the apprentices to conduct them back, particularly as we now see this as
an inportant part of the training process.”

Hel ward had been forced, by the very nature of his work, to becone nore
sure of himself. "Sir, my wife is expecting her first baby. | nust be with
her."

"It's out of the question."

"What if | refuse to go?"

"You will be shown a copy of the oath you swore, and you will accept the
puni shent it prescribes.”

Hel ward opened his nouth to reply, but hesitated. This was evidently not
the tine to debate the validity of the oath. Future Clausewitz was clearly
restraining hinmself, for on Helward's resistance to the instruction his face
had turned a deep pink, and he had sat down, resting his hands pal m down on
the tabl e-top. Instead of saying what was on his nind, Helward said: "Sir, can
| appeal to your reason?"

"You can appeal, but | cannot be reasonable. You swore in your oath to
pl ace the security of the city above all other matters. Your guild training is
a matter of city security, and that's the end of it."

"But surely it could be del ayed? As soon as the child is born, | could
| eave. "

"No." Clausewitz turned round, and pulled forward a | arge sheet of
paper, covered in part with a map, and in part with several lists of figures.
"These wonmen nust be returned to their settlenments. In the nine mles or so of
time it will take for your wife to deliver her baby, the settlenents will be

dangerously distant. They are already nore than forty mles to the south of
us. The plain fact is that you are the next apprentice on this schedule, and
it is you who nust go."

"I's that your last word, sir?"

"Yes."

Hel ward put down his untouched gl ass of wi ne, and wal ked towards the
door.



"Hel ward, wait."

He paused at the door. "If | amto leave, | would like to see ny wife."

"You have a few nore days yet. You leave in half a mle's tine."

Five days. It was al nbst no tine.

"Wel |l ?" said Helward, no |onger feeling the need to display customary
courtesies.

"Sit down, please." Reluctantly, Helward conmplied. "Don't think I'm

i nhuman, but ironically this expedition will reveal to you why sonme of the
city's custons mght seemto be inhuman. It is our way, and it is forced on
us. | understand your concern for . . . Victoria, but you nust go down past.

There is no better way for you to understand the situation of the city. What
lies there to the south of us is the reason for the oath, for the apparent
barbari sns of our ways. You are an educated man, Helward . . . do you know of
any civilized culture in history which has bartered for wonen for the sinple,
unconpl i cated reason of wanting one gestation fromthen? And then, when that
gestation is conpleted, to return thenP"

"No, sir." Helward paused. "Except--"

"Except primtive tribes of savages who raped and pillaged. Well, naybe
we're a little better than that, but the principle's no | ess savage. Qur
barter is one-sided, for all that the contrary may seemto be. W propose the
bargain, call our own terns, pay the price, and nove on our way. Wiat | am
telling you nust be done; that you abandon your wife at a tine when she needs

you nmost is one small inhumanity that stems froma way of life that is itself
i nhurman. "

Hel ward sai d: "Neither one excuses the other."

"No . . . I'll grant you that. But you are bound by your oath. That oath
stens fromthe causes of the mmjor inhumanities, and when you make your
personal sacrifice you will understand better."

"Sir, the city should change its ways."

"But you will see that's inpossible."

"By travelling down past?"

"Much will becone clear. Not all." Clausewitz stood up. "Helward, you've
been a good apprentice so far. | can see that in the mles to cone you will
continue to work hard and well for the city. You have a good and beauti f ul
wife, alot tolive for. You aren't under threat of death, | prom se you that.

The penalty of the oath has never been invoked as far as | know, but | ask
that this task that the city calls upon you to do is done, and done now. |
have done it in ny tine, so has your father . . . and so have all other
gui I dsmen. Even now there are seven of your coll eagues--all apprentices--down
past. They have had to face simlar personal hardships, and not all have faced
themw | lingly."

Hel ward shook hands with Cl ausewitz, and went in search of Victoria.

Five days later, Helward was ready to | eave. That he woul d go had never
been in serious doubt, but it had not been easy to explain to Victoria.
Al t hough at first she had been horrified by the news, her attitude had changed
abruptly.

"You have to go, of course. Don't use me as an excuse."

"But what about the child?"

"I'"ll be all right," she said. "Wat could you do if you were here?

Stand around and nmake everyone nervous? The doctors will |look after nme. This
isn'"t the first pregnancy they've had to deal with."
"But . . . don't you want ne to be there with you?" he said.

She had reached out and taken his hand in hers.

"OfF course," she said. "But rememnmber what you said. The oath isn't as
rigid as you thought. | know you're going, and when you get back there'll be
no mystery any nore. |'ve got plenty to do here, and if what Barter Collings



told you about the oath was true, you'll be able to talk to ne about what you
see. "

Hel ward had not been sure what she neant by this. For sonme tinme he had
been in the habit of confiding in her much of what he saw and did outside the
city, and Victoria listened with great interest. He no | onger saw the harmin
talking to her, though it worried himthat she should continue to be so
interested, particularly when so much of what he said was confined to what he
considered to be routine details.

The result was that on his own personal score he no | onger had a notive
to try to avoid the journey down past, and indeed the idea excited him He had
heard so much of it, nostly by inplication and half-reference, and now the
time had cone for himto venture that way hinself. Jase was down past; perhaps
they would neet. He wanted to see Jase again. So nuch had happened since they
| ast saw each other. Whuld they even recogni ze each other?

Victoria did not come to see himleave. She was in the room when he [eft
her, still in bed. During the night they had nade | ove tenderly and gently,
maki ng hal f-hearted jokes about making it "last." She had clung to hi mwhen he
ki ssed her goodbye, and as he cl osed the door and went into the corridor he
t hought he heard her sobbing. He paused, debating whether to go back to her
but after a nmoment's hesitation he went on his way. He saw no benefit in
prol onging the situation

Clausewitz was waiting for himin the Futures' room In one corner a
nodest pile of equiprment had been |laid, and spread out on the table-top was a
large plan. Causewitz's manner was different fromthat of the previous
interview. As soon as Helward let hinmself into the room Causewitz led himto
t he desk and wi t hout preanbl e expl ai ned what he was to do.

"This is a conmposite plan of the land to the south of the city. It's
based on a linear scale. You know what that neans?"

Hel war d nodded.

"Good. One inch on this is roughly equivalent to one nmle . . . but
linearly. For reasons you'll discover, that won't help you later. Now, the
city is here at the nonment, and the settlenent you have to find is here."
Clausewitz pointed to a cluster of black spots at the other end of the plan
"As of today that's exactly forty-two miles fromhere. Once you |l eave the city
you will find that distances are confusing, and so are directions. In which
case the best advice | can give you, as we give all our apprentices, is to
follow the tracks of the city. Wen you go south they are the only contact you

will have with the city, and the only way you will find your way back. The
pits dug for the sleepers and the foundations should still show Have you got
t hat ?"

"Yes, sir."

"You are making this journey for one main reason. You nust see that the
worren we entrust to you arrive safely at their village. Wen that has been
done, you return to the city w thout delay."

Hel ward was occupied with nmental cal cul ations. He knew how long it took
himto walk a mle . . . just a fewmnutes. On a full day's march in hot
weat her he could hope to cover at least twelve mles; with the wonmen to sl ow
himup, half that. Six mles a day, and that took seven days for the outward
trip, three or four days for the return. At best, he could be back at the city
within ten days . . . or one mle, as the city nmeasured el apsed tinme. Suddenly
he wondered why he had been told that he could not be back in tine for the
birth of his child. What had Cl ausewitz said the other day? That he woul d be

gone ten or fifteen mles . . . perhaps even as long as a hundred? It didn't
make sense.
"You'll need sone way of neasuring distance, so that you'll know when

you're in the region of the settlenment. Between the city and the settl enment
there are thirty-four old sites of our stay-enplacements. They're marked on
this plan as straight |lines across the tracks. You shouldn't have nuch
difficulty in locating them although the tracks are built over the sites
after they've been used, they leave quite distinct marks in the ground. Keep



to the left outer track. That is, as you wal k sout hwards, the one furthest to
the right. It is on this side of the track that the settlement is situated."

"Surely the women will recognize the area where they used to live?" said
Hel war d

"That's correct. Now . . . the equipnent you will need. It's all here,
and | suggest you take it all. Don't think you can dispense with any of it,

because we know what we're doing. Is that clear?"

Once again Helward confirmed that he understood. Wth C ausewitz he went
t hrough the equi pnent. One pack contai ned not hi ng but dehydrated synthetic
food and two | arge canteens of water. The other pack contained a tent and four
sl eepi ng-bags. In addition, there was a length of stout rope, grappling irons,
a pair of netal -studded boots . . . and a fol ded crossbow

"Are there any questions, Helward?"

"I don't think so, sir."

"You're quite sure?"

Hel ward | ooked again at the pile of equipnent. It was going to be a
devil of a weight to carry, unless he could share sone of it with the wonen,
and the sight of all that dried food had set his stomach | urching

"Could I not live off the land, sir?" he said. "I find the synthetic
food rather tastel ess.”

"I would advise you to eat _nothing_ that is not in these packs. You can
suppl enent your water-ration if you have to, but nake sure the source is
running water. If you eat anything that grows locally once you' re out of sight
of the city, it will probably make you ill. If you don't believe nme you can
try. I did, when | was down past, and | was sick for two days. This isn't
vague theory I'mgiving you, it's advice based on hard experience."

"But we eat local foods in the city."

"And the city is near optinmum You're going a |long way south of
optimum"

"That changes the food, sir?"

"Yes. |s there anything el se?"

"No, sir."

"Good. Then there's sonmeone who would like to see you before you go."

He gestured towards an inner door, and Helward wal ked over to it. Beyond
it was a snaller room and here his father was waiting for him

Helward's first reaction was surprise, imediately foll owed by one of
incredulity. He had seen his father last not nore than ten days ago as the nman
was riding north; now, in that short period, it seened to Helward that his
father had aged suddenly and horribly. As he walked in his father stood up
bal anci ng himsel f with an unsteady hand on the seat of his chair. He turned
pai nfully, and faced Hel ward. H s whol e manner was marked with advanced age:
he stood hunched, his clothes hung on himbadly and the hand that cane forward
was trenbling.

"Hel ward! How are you, son?"

The manner had changed too. There was no trace of the diffidence to
whi ch Hel ward had grown so accust oned.

"Father . . . how are you?"

"I"'mfine, son. |I've got to be taking it easy now, the doctor says. |'ve
been north once too often.” He sat down again, and instinctively Helward
stepped forward and hel ped himinto his seat. "They tell ne you're going down
past. Is that right?"

"Yes, father."

"You be careful, son. There's a lot down there will give you thought.
ke up future . . . that's ny place.”

Cl ausewitz had foll owed Hel ward, and was now standing in the doorway.
"Hel ward, you ought to know that your father has been given an

i njection."

Hel ward turned away from his father

"What do you nean?" he said.

"He came back to the city last night, conplaining of chest pains. It's

Not



been di agnosed as angina, and he's been given a painkiller. He ought to be in
bed. "

"O K | shan't be long."

Hel ward knelt on the floor beside the chair.

"Do you feel all right now, father?" he said.

"I told you. . . I'"'mfine. Don't worry about nme. How s Victoria?"

"She's getting on fine."

"Good girl, Victoria."

"I"lIl tell her to visit you," said Helward. It was a terrible thing to
see his father in this condition. He had no idea that his father was grow ng
so old . . . but he had not |ooked like this a few days ago. What had happened
to himin the neanti ne? They talked for a few nore mnutes, but soon his
father's attention began to wander. Eventually, he closed his eyes and Hel ward
st ood up.

"I"ll get one of the nmedics," said Causewitz, and hurried out of the
room Wen he returned a few mnutes |ater there were two of the nedica
adm nistrators with him GCently, they picked the old man up and carried him
out to the corridor, where a wheeled trolley draped in white was waiting.

"WIl he be all right?" said Hel ward.

"He's being | ooked after, that's all | can say."

"He | ooks so old," said Helward, unthinkingly. Causewitz hinself was in
advanced years, though in denonstrably better health than his father

"An occupational hazard," said O ausewtz.

Hel ward gl anced at hi msharply, but there was no further infornmation
forthcom ng. O ausewitz picked up the netal -studded boots, and pushed them
t owar ds Hel war d.

"Here . . . try these on," he said.
"My father . . . will you ask Victoria to visit hinP"
"Don't worry about that. I'Il deal with it."

Helward rode in the elevator to the second | evel, the packs and
equi prent | oaded in beside him Wen the car stopped he keyed the door-hold
button, and went along to the roomto which Causewitz had directed him Here,
four women and a man were waiting for him As soon as he entered the room
Hel ward realized that only the man and one of the wonen were city
admini strators.

He was introduced to the other three, but they glanced at himbriefly
and | ooked away. Their expressions reveal ed a suppressed hostility, deadened
by an indifference that until that nonent Helward hinmself had felt. Unti
entering the roomhe had given no thought as to who the wonen mi ght be, nor
even had he specul ated about their appearance. In fact, he recogni zed none of
them but hearing O ausewitz speak of them Helward had associated themin his
mnd with the wonen he had seen in the settlenents while riding north with
Barter Collings. Those wonen had been in general thin and pallid, their eyes
deep-sunk over proni nent cheekbones, their arms scrawny, and their chests
flat. Dressed nore often than not in ragged, filthy clothes, flies crawing
over their faces, the wonmen of the villages outside were pitiful wetches.

These three had none of these characteristics. They wore neat,
well -fitting city clothes, their hair was clean and well cut, their flesh was
round and full, and their eyes were clear. To his barely conceal ed surprise
Hel ward saw that they were very young indeed: scarcely older than hinself. The
peopl e of the city spoke of the wonen who were bartered fromoutside as if
they were mature . . . but these were nothing nore than girls.

He knew he was staring at them but they paid himno attention. What
struck him hardest was the grow ng suspicion that these three had once been
simlar to the wetches he had seen in the villages, and that by being brought
to the city they had been restored tenporarily to an approxi mati on of the



heal th and beauty that m ght have been theirs had they not been born into
poverty.

The wonman adnini strator gave hima brief description of their
background. Their names were Rosario, Caterina, and Lucia. They spoke a little
Engli sh. Each had been in the city for nore than forty mles, and each had
given birth to a baby. There were two boys and a girl. Lucia--who had given
birth to one of the boys-did not wish to keep the child, and it was to stay in
the city and be brought up in the créeche. Rosario had chosen to keep her baby
boy, and it would be going with her back to the settlement. In Caterina' s case
there had been no choice . . . but in any event she had expressed indifference
about | osing her baby daughter

The adm ni strator explained that Rosario was to be given as nuch of the
powdered mi |l k as she asked for, because she was still suckling the baby. The
ot her two woul d have the sanme food as hinself.

Helward tried a friendly smle on the three girls, but they took no
notice of him When he tried to | ook at Rosario' s baby, she turned her back on
himand clutched it to her possessively.

There was nothing nore to be told. They wal ked al ong the corridor
towards the elevator, the three girls carrying their few bel ongi ngs. They
crowded into the car and Helward keyed the button to take themto the | owest
| evel .

The girls continued to ignore him and spoke to each other in their own
| anguage. When the car opened on to the dark passageway beneath the city,

Hel ward struggled to renove the equi prrent. None of the girls hel ped him but
wat ched wi th anmused expressions. Wth difficulty Helward picked up the various
packs and staggered towards the southern exit.

Qut si de, the sun was dazzlingly bright. He put down the packs and
gl anced round.

The city had been w nched since he was | ast outside, and now track-crews
were taking up the rails. The girls shaded their eyes, and | ooked about them
It was probably their first sight of the outside since conmng to the city.

The baby in Rosario's arnms began to cry.

"WIl you help ne with this?" Helward said, neaning the stack of food
and equi pnent. The girls stared at hi munconprehendi ngly. "W ought to share
the | oad."

They made no reply so he squatted down on the ground, and opened the
pack containing the food. He decided it would not be right to expect Rosario
to carry any extra weight, so he divided the food into three packets, giving
one each to the other two and returning the rest to his pack. Lucia and
Caterina reluctantly found roomfor the food packets in their holdalls. The
| ength of rope was the nost unwi el dy part of the |oad and so Helward contrived
towindit into a tighter roll, and stuffed it into the pack. The grapple and
pi tons he managed to get into the pack containing the tent and the
sl eepi ng- bags. Now his | oad was nore manageabl e but not much lighter, and in
spite of what C ausewitz had said Helward felt tenpted to abandon nost of it.

The baby was still crying, and Rosari o appeared unconcer ned.

"Conme on," he said, feeling irritated with them He set off, wal king
southwards parallel to the tracks, and in a nonent they followed him They
stayed together, keeping a distance of a few yards between them and him

Helward tried to set a good pace, but after an hour he realized that his
cal cul ati ons about how | ong the expedition woul d take had been
over-optimstic. The three girls nmoved slowy, conplaining |oudly about the
heat and the surface of the ground. It was true that the shoes they had been
gi ven were unsuited for wal king over this rough terrain, but he was afflicted
no less by the heat. In fact, in his uniformand wei ghed down by the bul k of
t he equi pnent, he was nost unpl easantly warm

They were still in sight of the city, the sun was still only approaching
its mdday heat, and the baby had not stopped crying. Hs only relief so far



had been a few nonments speaking to Mal chuskin. The tracknman had been deli ghted
to see him- still full of conplaints about his hired | abourers--and had
wi shed Helward well in his expedition

True to form the girls had not waited for Helward, and he had spoken to
Mal chuskin for only a minute or two before he hurried after them

Now he decided to call a rest.

"Can't you stop himcrying?" he said to Rosario.

The girl glared at him and sat down on the ground.

"O K ," she said. "I feed."

She stared at himdefiantly, and the other two girls waited at her side.
Taki ng the point, Helward noved some di stance away, keeping his back turned
di screetly while she fed the baby.

Later, he opened one of the water-canteens and passed it round. The day
was i npossibly hot, and his tenper was no better than that of the girls. He
took off the jacket of his uniform and laid it over the top of one of the
packs, and al though this nmeant he felt the bite of the straps nore deeply, it
hel ped himkeep a little cooler

He was inpatient to nove on. The baby had fallen asleep, and two of the
girls made a makeshift cot out of one of the sleeping-bags, carrying it slung
between them Helward had to relieve themof their holdalls, and although he
was now overburdened with things to carry he gladly exchanged the extra
di sconfort for the welcone silence.

They wal ked for another half an hour, and then he called another halt.
By now he was drenched with sweat, and it gave himlittle confort to realize
that the girls were no cool er

He gl anced up at the sun. It seened to be alnpbst directly overhead. Near
where they were standi ng was an outcrop of rock, and he went over and sat down
in the shade. The girls joined him still conplaining to each other in their
own | anguage. Helward regretted he had not taken nore trouble to learn the
| anguage; he coul d pick out one or two phrases, but only enough to di scover
that he was the butt of nost of their conplaints.

He opened a packet of the dehydrated food, and noistened it with water
fromthe canteen. The resultant gray soup | ooked and tasted |ike sour
porridge. Perversely, he derived pleasure fromthe girls' renewed conplaints .

here was one occasion they were justified, and he wasn't going to give
themthe satisfaction of letting them see he agreed.

The baby was still asleep, but fretting in the heat. Helward guessed
that if they noved again it would wake up, so when the girls stretched out on
the ground for a nap he made no effort to di ssuade them

While they were relaxing Helward stared back at the city, still clearly
visible a couple of mles away. He realized that he had not been taking note
of the marks left by the stayenpl acenents. They woul d have passed only one so
far, and now he thought about it he saw what C ausewitz had neant by saying
they left clearly distinguishable scars in the earth. He recalled that they
had passed one a few m nutes before they had halted. The marks left by the
sl eepers were shal |l ow depressions sone five feet in I ength by twelve inches
across, but where the cabl e-stays had been buried were deep pits, surrounded
by upturned soil

Mental ly, he marked off the first one. Thirty-seven to go.

In spite of their slow progress he still saw no reason why he shoul d not
be back in the city in time for the birth of his own child. After he had seen
t he wonen back to their village he could nake good progress on his own,
however unpl easant the conditions.

He decided to allow the girls an hour for their rest, and when he
estimated that it had passed he went and stood over them

Cat eri na opened her eyes, and | ooked up at him

"Cone on," he said. "I want to nove on."

"I's too hot."

"I's too bad," he said. "W're moving."

She stood up, stretching her body el aborately, then spoke to the other



two. Wth sinmlar reluctance they stood up, and Rosario went and | ooked at the
baby. To Helward's di smay she woke it, and lifted it up . . . but fortunately
the crying did not start again. Wthout delay, Helward gave back the two
holdalls to Caterina and Lucia, and picked up his own two packs.

Away fromthe shade, the full heat of the sun cane down on them and
within a few seconds the benefit of the rest in the shade seened to vani sh.
They had gone only a few yards when Rosari o passed the baby to Lucia.

She went back to the rocks and di sappeared behind them Helward opened
his mouth to ask where she had gone. . . but then realized. Wen she returned,
Lucia went, and then Caterina. Helward felt his anger returning. They were
deliberately delaying him He felt a pressure in his own bl adder
aggravat ed-by realizing what the girls had been doing, but his anger and pride
woul d not allow himto relieve hinself. He decided to wait until |ater

They wal ked on. The girls had now di scarded the jackets that were conmon
apparel inside the city, and wore only the trousers and shirts. The thin
material, damp with perspiration, adhered to their bodies and Hel ward noti ced
this with a despondent interest, reflecting that under different circunstances
he m ght have found the phenonenon of considerable potential. As things were
he regi stered this new devel opment only so far as to appreciate that each of
the girls was of fuller figure than Victoria; Rosario in particular had |arge,
pendul ous breasts with protuberant nipples. Later, one of the girls nust have
noti ced his occasional glance, for soon all three of themwere walking with
their jackets held over their chests. It nade no difference to Hel ward
he just wanted to be rid of them

"W have water?" said Lucia, crossing over to him

He rummaged in the pack and gave her the canteen. She drank sone, and
t hen noi stened the pal ns of her hands and spl ashed water over her face and
neck. Rosario and Caterina did |likew se. The sight and sound of the water was
too much for Helward, and his bl adder protested anew. He | ooked around. There
was no cover, so he wal ked some yards away fromthe girls and relieved hinself
on to the soil. Behind, he heard them giggling.

Wien he returned, Caterina held out the canteen to him He took it and
raised it to his lips. Suddenly, Caterina tipped it frombel ow, and the water
spl ashed over his nose and eyes. The girls roared with | aughter as he
spluttered and choked. The baby started crying again.

They passed two nore stay-enpl acenent marks before evening, and then
Hel ward decided to pitch canp for the night. He selected a site near a clunp
of trees two or three hundred yards fromthe scars nmade by the tracks. A snall
brook passed nearby, and after testing it for purity--he had no gui de ot her
than his own pal ate--he declared it safe for drinking to conserve the supply
in the canteens.

The tent was relatively sinmple to erect, and although he started the
work on his own the girls helped himfinish off. As soon as it was up he laid
t he sl eepi ng-bags inside, and Rosario went in to feed the baby.

When t he baby had gone to sl eep again, Lucia hel ped Hel ward reponstitute
the synthetic food. The result this tine was an orange-col oured soup and it
tasted no better than before. As they were eating, the sun set. Helward had
lit a small fire, but soon a wind blew up fromthe east, chilling them
Finally, they were forced to go inside the tent and Iie down inside their
sl eepi ng- bags for warnth.

Helward tried to strike up a conversation with the girls but either they
did not answer, or they giggled, or made joking references to each other in
Spani sh, so he soon abandoned the idea. There were a few small candles in the
pack of equi pnent, and Helward lay in the light of these for an hour or two,
wonderi ng what possible benefit the city could derive fromthis pointless
expedition of his.



He fell asleep at last, but was wakened twi ce in the night by the baby
crying. On one occasion he could just make out the shape of Rosario against
the dimglow fromoutside, sitting up in her sleeping-bag and suckling the
baby.

They were awake early, and set off as soon as they could. Helward wasn't
sure what had happened, but the nood of the girls today was obviously
different. As they wal ked Caterina and Lucia sang a little, and at their first
stop for a drink they tried again to spill the water on him He noved back to
avoid them but in doing so stunbled on the uneven ground. . . and spluttered
and choked once nore for their amusenent. Only Rosario maintained a distance,
pointedly ignoring himas Lucia and Caterina played up to him He didn't enjoy
bei ng teased--for he could think of no way of replying--but he preferred it to
the bad feeling of the day before.

As the norning progressed and the tenmperature rose, their nood becane
nore carel ess. None of the three girls wore her jacket, and at the next stop
Lucia undid the top two buttons of her shirt and Caterina opened hers all the
way down the front, holding it in place with a large knot and so baring her
mdriff.

By now Helward could not mistake the effect they were having on him As
famliarity grew, so the atnosphere eased further. Even Rosario did not turn
her back on himthe next tine she suckled her baby.

Relief fromthe heat canme with another patch of woodl and, one which
Hel ward coul d renenber helping to clear for the track-layers sonme miles
before. They sat down in the shadows, waiting for the worst of the heat to
pass.

They had now passed a total of five cable-stay marks: thirty-three to
go. Helward' s nmood of frustration at the slowness of their journey was easing;
he saw that to travel faster was hardly possible, even if he had been al one.
The ground was too hard, the sun too hot.

He decided to wait for two hours in the shadow of the trees. Rosario had
nmoved sone way away from him and was playing with her baby. Caterina and
Luci a sat together under a tree. They had taken off their shoes and were
talking quietly together. Helward closed his eyes for a few m nutes, but soon
becane restless. He wal ked out of the trees on his own, and went down to the
scars left by the four lines of track. He | ooked left and right, north and
south: the line ran straight and true, undulating slightly with the rise and
fall of the ground, but always maintaining its direction

Enj oyi ng the conparative solitude he stood there for some tinme, w shing
t he weat her woul d change and the sky would cloud over, if only tenporarily. He
debated with hinself for a while, trying to decide whether it m ght be better
to rest during the days and travel at night . . . but considered on bal ance it
woul d be too risky.

He was about to turn back to the trees when he suddenly saw a novenent
about a mle to the south of him At once he was on his guard, and dropped to
the ground, lying behind a treestunp. He waited.

In a noment he saw it again: someone was wal king up the track towards
hi m

Hel ward renmenbered his crossbow, folded inside the pack . . . but
already it was too late to go back for it. There was a bush just a yard or two
to the side of the stunp, and he wiggled over until he was behind it. Now
better covered he hoped he night not be seen

The figure was still comng towards him and in a few m nutes Hel ward
saw to his surprise that the man was wearing the uniformof a guild
apprentice. Hs first inpulse was to cone out of hiding, but he fought this
back and stayed put.

When the nman was |l ess than fifty yards away, Helward recognized him It
was Torrold Pel ham a boy several mles older than himwho had | eft the creche
a considerable tinme before.

Hel ward broke cover and stood up

"Torrol d!'"



At once, Pel hamwas on his guard. He raised his crossbow and ained it at
Helward . . . then slowy lowered it.

"Torrold . . . it's ne. Helward Mann."

"God, what are you doi ng here?"

They | aughed together, realizing that they were both here for the sane
reason.

"You' ve grown up," said Pel ham "You were just a kid the last time | saw
you. "

"Have you been down past?" said Hel ward.

"Yes." Pel harn stared past him northwards up the track

"Vl ?"

"It's not what | thought."

"What's there?" said Helward

"You're down past now. Can't you feel it?"

"Feel what?"

Pel ham | ooked at himfor a noment. "It's not so bad here. But you can
feel it. Perhaps you can't recognize it yet. It builds up quickly further
sout h. "

"What does? You're talking in riddles."

"No . . . it's just inpossible to explain." Pel ham gl anced towards the
north again. "lIs the city near here?"

"Afewniles. Not far."

"What happened to it? Have they found sonme way to nake it nove faster?
I've only been gone a short tine, and the city's noved much further than
t hought it would."

"It's gone no faster than normal."

"There's a creek back there where a bridge had been built. Wen was that

done?"

"About nine mles ago."

Pel ham shook his head. "It doesn't nake sense."

"You' ve | ost your sense of tine, that's all."

Pel ham suddenly grinned. "I expect that's it. Listen, are you on your
own?"

"No," said Helward. "I1've got three girls with ne."

"What are they like?"

"They're O K It was a bit difficult at first, but we're getting to know
each other now. "

"Good | ookers are they?"

"Not bad. Cone and see.”

Helward | ed the way back through the trees until the girls came into

Vi ew.

Pel ham whi stled. "Hey. . . they're all right. Have you. . . you know?"

"No. "

They wal ked back towards the track.

Pel ham sai d: "Are you going to?"

“I'"'mnot sure."

"Take a tip, Helward . . . if you're going to, do it soon. O herw se
it'll be too late."

"What do you nean?"

"You'll see."

Pel ham gave hima cheery grin, then continued on his way northwards.

Thoughts and intentions in the direction to which Pel ham had been
al luding were put out of Helward's mind al nbost at once. Rosario fed her baby
before they set off, and they had been wal king only a few m nutes when the
child was violently sick

Rosari o hugged it to her, crooning quietly, but there was little anyone
could do. Lucia stood by her, speaking synpathetically to her. Helward was
worried, because if the child were seriously ill there was not much el se they



could do but return to the city. Soon, though, the baby stopped retching, and
after a lusty crying session it quietened down.

"Do you want to go on?" Helward said to Rosario.

She shrugged hel plessly. " _Si_."

They wal ked on nmore slowy. The heat had not abated nuch, and severa
times Helward asked the girls if they wanted to stop. Each tinme they said no,
but Helward detected that a subtle change had cone over all four of them It
was if the mnor tragedy had drawn them toget her

"We'| | canp tonight," said Helward. "And rest all day tonorrow "

There was agreement to this and when Rosario fed the baby again a little
later, this time it kept the mlk down.

Just before nightfall they passed through countryside which was nore
hilly and rocky than that they had seen so far, and suddenly they cane to the
chasm that had caused so nuch trouble to the Bridge-Builders. There was not
much sign now of where the bridge had been, although the foundations of the
suspension towers had left two large scars in the ground on this side.

Hel ward renmenbered a patch of |evel ground on the northern bank of the
stream at the bottom of the chasm and he | ed the way down.

Rosari o and Lucia fussed over the baby, while Caterina hel ped Hel ward
erect the tent. Suddenly, while they were laying out the four sleeping-bags
i nside, Caterina put a hand on his neck and kissed himlightly on the cheek

He grinned at her. "Wat's that for?"

"You OK wth Rosario."”

Hel ward stayed put, thinking that the kiss m ght be repeated, but
Caterina crawl ed backwards fromthe tent and called the others.

The baby | ooked better, and fell asleep when it was put into its
makeshi ft cot inside the tent. Rosario said nothing about the child, but
Hel ward could tell she felt |less worried. Perhaps it had been w nd.

The eveni ng was rmuch warmer than the night before, and after they had
eaten they stayed outside the tent for sone time. Lucia was concerned with her
feet, rubbing themcontinually, and the other girls seened to be making nmuch
of this. She showed her feet to Helward, and he saw that |arge calluses had
appeared on the outer sides of her toes. Feet were conmpared at great |ength,
the other girls saying that theirs were sore too.

"Tonorrow," said Lucia, "no shoes."

That seened to be an end to it.

Hel ward waited outside the tent as the girls crawl ed inside. The
previous night it had been so cold that all of themhad slept with their
cl othes on inside the sleeping-bags, but as it was now warm and hum d that was
clearly out of the question. A certain coyness in Helward nade hi mresol ve
that he woul d keep his own clothes on, and sleep on top of the bag, but a
fastdevel oping interest in the girls led his thoughts to wilder fantasies
about what they might do. After a few minutes, he cramed into the tent. The
candl es were alight.

Each of the three girls was inside her own bag, although Helward saw
fromthe pile of clothes that they had undressed. He said nothing to them but
bl ew out the candl es and undressed in the dark, stunmbling and falling clunsily
in the process. He lay down, only too aware of Caterina's body |ying close
beside himin the next sleeping-bag. He stayed awake for a long tine, trying
torid hinself of a fierce manifestation of his arousal. Victoria seenmed to be
a long way away.

It was daylight when he awoke and, after a futile attenpt to get dressed
while still in his sleeping-bag, Helward scranbled out of the tent naked and
dressed hurriedly outside. He lit the canp-fire, and began to heat sonme water
to make synthetic tea.

Here at the bottom of the chasmit was already warm and Hel ward



wonder ed agai n whet her they should nove on, or rest for a day as he had
prom sed.

The water boiled, and he sipped his tea. Inside the tent he heard
nmoverent. In a nonment Caterina came out, and wal ked past himtowards the
stream

Hel ward stared after her: she was wearing only her shirt, which was
unbuttoned all down the front and sw ngi ng open, and a pair of pants. Wen she
reached the water, she turned and waved back at him

"Cone!" she call ed.

Hel ward needed no further bidding. He went down to her, feeling clunsy
in his uniformand netal -studded boots.

"We swi n?" she said, and without waiting for an answer slipped her shirt
of f, stepped out of her pants and waded down into the water. Helward gl anced
back at the tent: nothing noved.

In a few seconds he had taken his clothes off, and was spl ashing through
the shall ows towards her. She turned and faced him grinning when she saw t he
response in himshe had caused. She splashed water at him and turned away.
Hel ward | eaped at her, getting his arms around her . . . and together they
fell sideways full-length into the water.

Caterina wiggled awnay fromhim and stood up. She skipped away from him
t hrough the shallows, throwi ng up a huge spray. Helward foll owed, and caught
her at the bank. Her face was serious. She raised her arnms around his neck
and pulled his face down to hers. They kissed for a few nmonents, then
cl anbered up out of the water and into the |long grass grow ng on the bank
They lay down together and started to kiss again, nore deeply.

By the time they had disentangl ed, got dressed, and returned to the
tent, Rosario and Lucia were eating a pile of yellow gruel. Neither of them
sai d anything, but Helward saw Lucia smile at Caterina.

Hal f an hour later the baby was sick again . . . and as Rosari o was
hol ding it concernedly, she suddenly thrust the baby into Lucia's arms and
rushed away. A few seconds |ater, she could be heard retching beside the
stream

Helward said to Caterina: "Do you feel O K ?"

"Yes."

Hel ward sniffed the food they had been eating. It snelt nornal
unappeti zing, but not tainted. A few mnutes later, Lucia conplained of
i ntense stomach pains, and she went very pale.

Cat eri na wandered away.

Hel ward was desperate. The only course open to them now seened to be to
return to the city. If their food had becone foul, how would they survive the
rest of the journey?

After a while, Rosario returned to the canp-site. She | ooked weak and
pal e, and she sat down on the ground in the shade. Lucia gave her sone water
fromthe canteen. Lucia herself |ooked white and was hol di ng her stonach, and
t he baby continued to scream Helward was not prepared to cope with a
situation like this, and hadn't the | east idea of what to suggest.

He went in search of Caterina, who had seened to be unaffected.

About a hundred yards down the chasm he cane across her. She was wal ki ng
back towards the canp-site with an arnful of apples which, she said, she had
found growing wild. They | ooked red and ripe, and Helward tasted one. It was
sweet and juicy . . . but then he renenbered C ausewitz's warning. H s reason
told himdd ausewitz was wong, but reluctantly he gave it to Caterina and she
ate the rest.

They baked one of the apples in the enbers of the fire, and then pul ped
it. Intiny nmouthfuls, they fed it to the baby. This time it kept the food
down and made happy noi ses. Rosario was still too weak to attend to it, so
Caterina laid it down inits cot and within mnutes it was asl eep

Luci a was not sick, although her stomach continued to give her pain for
nost of the norning. Rosario recovered nore quickly, and ate one of the
appl es.



Helward ate the rest of the yellow synthetic food. . . and it did not
make himill.

Later in the day, Helward clinmbed up to the top of the creek and wal ked
along its northern side. Here, a fewmnles back in tinme, lives had been | ost
in the cause of getting the city to cross this chasm The scene was stil
famliar to him and although nost of the equi pnent used by the city had been
col l ected, those |ong days and ni ghts spent racing to conplete the bridge were
still very vivid in his menory. He | ooked across to the southern side, at the
very place where the bridge had been built.

The gap did not |ook as wide as it had done then, nor did the chasm | ook
so deep. Perhaps his excitenent at the tine had exaggerated his inpression of
t he obstacl e the chasm presented.

But no. . . surely the chasm _had_ been wi der?

He renmenbered that when the city had been crossing the bridge the
rail-way itself had been at least sixty yards long. Now it seemed that at the
point the bridge had been built the chasmwas only about ten yards wi de.

Hel ward stood and stared at the opposite edge for a long tine, not
under st andi ng how this apparent contradiction could occur. Then an idea cane
to him

The bridge had been built to quite exact engineering specifications; he
had worked for many days on the building of the suspension towers, and he knew
that the two towers on each side of the chasm had been built an exact distance
apart to allowthe city to pass between them

That di stance was about one hundred and thirty feet, or forty paces.

He went to the place where one of the northern towers had been built,
and wal ked over towards its twin. He counted fiftyei ght paces.

He went back, trying again: this tine it was sixty paces.

He tried again, taking larger steps: fifty-five paces.

Standi ng on the edge of the chasm he stared down at the stream bel ow. He
could remenber with great clarity the depth of the creek when the bridge was
being built. Standing here, the bottom of the chasm had seened to be a
terrifying depth below, nowit was an easy clinb down to where they had
canped.

Anot her thought struck himand he wal ked northwards to where the ranp
had brought the city down into contact with the soil again. The traces of the
four tracks still showed clearly, fromthis point running parallel northwards.

If the two towers were now apparently further apart, what of the tracks
t hensel ves?

From | ong hours working with Ml chuskin, Helward knew intimately every
detail of the tracks and their sleepers. The gauge of the tracks was three and
a half feet, resting on sleepers five feet |ong. Looking now at the scars |eft
in the ground by the sleepers, he saw that they were nuch bigger than this. He
made a rough neasurenent, and estimated that they were now at | east seven feet
| ong, and shall ower than they ought to be. But he knew that could not be so:
the city used standard | ength sleepers, and the pits dug for them were al ways
roughly the sane size

To make sure he checked several nore, and found they were all apparently
two feet |onger than they should be.

And too cl ose together. The sleepers were laid by the trackcrews at four
feet intervals . . . not about eighteen inches apart, as these were.

Hel ward spent a few nore mnutes making simlar neasurenents, then
scranbl ed down the chasm waded through the stream (which now seened to himto
be narrower and shallower than it had been before), and clinbed up to the
sout hern edge.

Here too the nmeasurenments he made of the remains of the city's passage
were in stark conflict with what he knew shoul d be so.

Puzzl ed, and nmore than a little worried, he returned to the canp.

The girls were all |ooking healthier, but the baby had been sick yet



again. The girls told himthat they had been eating the apples Caterina had
found. He cut one in half, and inspected it closely. He could see no

di fference between it and any other apple he had ever eaten. Once again, he
was tenpted to eat it, but instead he passed it to Lucia.

An idea had suddenly occurred to him

Cl ausewi tz had warned hi mof eating |ocal foods; presumably this was
because he was of the city. Clausewitz had said it was all right to eat |oca
foods when the city was near optinum but here, some miles to the south, it
was not so. If he ate the city food, he would not be ill.

But the girls . . . they were not of the city. Perhaps it was his food
whi ch was making themill. They could eat city food when they were near the
opti mum but not now.

It nade a kind of sense, but for one thing: the baby. Wth the exception
of the fewtiny nmouthfuls of apple, it had had nothing but its nother's mlk.
Surely that could not harmit?

He went with Rosario to see the baby. It lay inits cot, its face red
and tear-stained. It was not crying now, but it fretted weakly. Helward felt
sorry for the tiny creature, and wondered what he could do to help.

Qutside the tent, Lucia and Caterina were in good spirits. They spoke to
Hel ward as he energed, but he wal ked on past them and went to sit beside the
stream He was still thinking about his new idea.

The only food had been its nmother's nmilk . . . Suppose the nother was
di fferent now, because they were away fromthe opti mun? She was not of the
city, but the baby was. Could that make a difference? It did not make mnuch
sense--for surely the baby was of the nother's body?--but it was a
possibility.

He went back to the canp and made up some synthetic food and dried mlKk,
being careful to use only water he had brought fromthe city. He gave it to
Rosario, and told her to try feeding the baby with it.

She resisted the idea at first, but then relented. The baby took the
food, and two hours later it was sleeping peacefully once nore.

The day passed slowy. Down in the creek the air was still and warm and
Helward's feeling of frustration returned. He saw now that if his supposition
was correct he could no |onger offer the girls any of the food. But with
thirty or more mles to walk, they couldn't survive on apples al one.

Later, he told them what was on his mnd, and suggested that for the
nmonent they should eat very small amounts of his food, and suppl enment this
wi th whatever they could find locally. They seenmed puzzled, but agreed to
this.

The sweltering afternoon continued . . . and Helward's restl essness was
transmitted to the girls. They becane |ight-hearted and frisky, and teased him
about his bulky uniform Caterina said she was going for another swim and
Lucia said she would go too. They stripped off their clothes in front of him
and then turned on him playfully and made hi m undress. They spl ashed about
naked in the water for a long tine,joined |ater by Rosario whose attitude
towards himno | onger seened to be one of suspicion

For the rest of the day they lay on the ground beside the tent,
sunbat hi ng.

That night, Lucia took Helward's hand just as he was about to go inside
the tent, and |l ed himaway fromthe canp-site. She rmade | ove to him
passi onately, holding himtight against her as if he were the only force of
reality in her world.

In the norning, Helward sensed a grow ng jeal ousy between Lucia and
Caterina, and so he broke canp as early as possible.

He | ed them across the streamand up to the higher land to the south.
Following the left outer track they continued their journey. The surrounding
countryside was now fam liar to Helward, as this was the region through which
the city had been passing when he first worked outside. Up ahead, sone two



mles to the south, he could see the ridge of high ground that the city had
had to clinb during the first wi nching he had w tnessed.

They stopped for a rest half-way through the nmorning, and then Hel ward
renenbered that only two nmiles to the west of where they were was a smal
local settlenent. It occurred to himthat if food could be obtained there, the
probl em of what the girls could eat would be solved. He suggested this to
t hem

The probl em arose of who was to go. He felt he should go hinmsel f because
of his responsibility, but would need one of the girls because she could speak
the I anguage. He did not wish to | eave just one of the girls alone with the
baby, and he felt that if he went with either Caterina or Lucia, the one left
behi nd woul d show nore obvi ously what he had guessed was their shared jeal ousy
over him In the end, he suggested that Rosario should go with him and by the
reception with which this was greeted Helward felt it was the right choice.

They set off in the approximte direction Helward renenbered the village
to be, and found it without difficulty. After a |long conversation between
Rosario and three of the nmen in the village, they were given some dried neat
and some green, raw vegetables. Everything went remarkably snoothly--Hel ward
wonder ed what kind of persuasions she had used--and soon they were returning
to the others.

Wal ki ng al ong a few yards behi nd Rosario, Helward noticed sonething
about the girl he had not seen before.

She was built rather nore heavily than the other two girls, and her arns
and face were round and well-fleshed. The girl did have a slight tendency to
pl umpness, but it suddenly seemed to Helward that this was nmuch nore
noti ceabl e than before. Wth casual interest at first, and greater attention
later, he saw that the fabric of her shirt was stretched tightly across her
back. But her clothes had not been as tight as that before . . . they had been
given to her in the city, and had fitted her well. Then Hel ward noticed the
trousers she was wearing: they were tight across the seat, but the |egs
scuf fed agai nst the ground as she wal ked. True, she was w t hout shoes, but
even so he did not remenber them being as long as this before.

He caught up with her, and wal ked at her side.

The shirt was tight across her chest, conpressing her breasts . . . and
the sl eeves were too long. Also, the girl seened to be far shorter than he
renenbered her fromeven the day before

When they joined the others, Helward noticed that their clothes too were
now fitting thembadly. Caterina had her shirt knotted across her stomach as
before, but Lucia's was buttoned and the tightness of the fit caused the
fabric to part between the buttons.

He tried to put the phenonenon out of his mind, but as they continued
southwards it seemed to beconme nore and nore obvious . . . and with comc
results. Bending down to attend to the baby, Rosario split the seat of her
trousers. One of Lucia's buttons popped off as she raised the canteen of water
to her lips, and Caterina tore the fabric of her shirt down both seans bel ow
her arnpits.

A mle or so further down the track, and Lucia |ost two nmore buttons.

Her shirt was now open down nost of its front, and she knotted it as Caterina
had done. Al three girls had turned up the hens of their trousers, and it was
clear they were suffering considerable disconfort.

Helward called a halt in the lee of the ridge, and they set up canp.
Once they had eaten the girls took off their tattered clothes and went into
the tent. They teased Hel ward about his own clothes: were they not going to be
torn up too? He sat outside the tent on his own, not yet sleepy and not
wi shing to sit inside the tent with the girls.

The baby started to cry, and Rosario came out of the tent to get it sone
food. Helward spoke to her, but she did not reply. He watched her as she added
water to the dried m |k, |ooked at her naked body in a wholly unsexual way. He
had seen her naked only the day before, and he was certain she had not | ooked
like this. She had been alnost as tall as he was, yet now she seened to be



nore squat, nore plunp.

"Rosario, is Caterina still awake?"

She nodded wordl essly, and went back into the tent. A few nonents |ater
Caterina canme out, and Helward stood up

They faced each other in the light fromthe canp-fire. Caterina said
not hi ng, and Helward did not know what to say. She too had changed. . . . A
nmonent |ater Lucia joined them and she stood at Caterina's side.

Now he was certain. Sone tine during the day the girls' physica
appear ance had changed.

He | ooked at them both. Yesterday, naked beside the stream their bodies
had been long and lithe, their breasts round and full

Now their arms and | egs were shorter, and nore thickly built. Their
shoul ders and hi ps were broader, their breasts | ess round and nore widely
spaced. Their faces were rounder, their necks were shorter

They came across to him and stood before him Lucia took the clasp of
his trousers in her hands. Her lips were noist. Fromthe entrance to the tent,
Rosari o wat ched.

In the norning Hel ward saw that the girls had changed even further
during the course of the night. He estinmated now that none of them stood nore
than five feet high, they tal ked nore quickly than before, and the pitch of
their voi ces was higher.

None of themcould get into the clothes. Lucia tried, but could not get
her legs into the trousers, and split the sleeves of her shirt. Wen they |eft
the canp, the girls' clothes were left too, and they continued on their way
naked.

Hel ward coul d not take his eyes off them Every hour that passed seened
to reveal a nore obvious change in them Their [egs were now so short that
they could only take snall steps, and he was forced to dawdl e so that he woul d
not | eave them behind. In addition, he noticed that as they wal ked their
posture was bedonming nore and nore at an angle, so that they appeared to be
| eani ng backwar ds.

They too were watching him and when they stopped for water there was an
uncanny silence as the strange group passed the canteen fromone to the other

Around themthere were outward signs of an inexplicable change in the
scenery. The remains of the left outer track, which they still followed, were
now i ndi stinct. The last clear inpression Helward had seen of one of the
sl eeper-pits had been nore than forty feet in length, and | ess than an inch in
depth. The next set of tracks, the left inner, could not be seen; gradually
the strip between the two had wi dened until it was over to the east by half a
mle or nore.

The incidence of stay-enplacements had increased. Already that norning
t hey had passed twel ve, and by Helward's cal cul ati ons there were only nine
nore to go.

But how woul d he recognize the girls' settlement? The natural scenery of
the area was flat and uniform Were they were resting was |ike the hardened
residue of a lava flow there was no shade or shelter to be seen. He | ooked
nore closely at the ground. If he noved his fingers through it firmy he could

still nmake shallow indentations in the soil, but although it was | oose and
sandy soil it felt thick and viscous to the touch
The girls were now no nore than three feet tall, and their bodi es had

distorted even further. Their feet were flat and wide, their |egs broad and
short, their torsos round and conpressed. In this perception of themthey
became grotesquely ugly, and he found that in spite of his fascination with
t he physi cal changes com ng over themthe sound of their twittering voi ces was
irritating him

Only the baby had not changed. It was still, as far as Helward coul d



see, much as it had always been. But in relation to its nmother it was now
di sproportionately large, and the squat figure that was Rosari o was regarding
it with a kind of unspoken horror.

The baby was of the city.

Just as Helward hinself had been born of a woman from outside, so was
Rosario's baby a child of the city. Whatever transformati on was comi ng over
the three girls and the coun tryside fromwhich they cane, neither he nor the
baby were affected by it.

Hel ward had no conception of what he should do, nor what he should make
of what he saw

He felt a growing a fright, for this was beyond any conprehensi on he had
ever had of the natural order of things. The evidence was nmanifest; the
rational e was without terns of reference.

He | ooked towards the south, and saw that not too far away was a |ine of
hills. Fromtheir shape and overall height he assuned they nust be the
foothills of some larger range. . . but then he noticed with a surge of alarm
that the tops of the hills were white with snow. The sun was as hot as ever,
and the air was warm |ogi c demanded that any snow that could exist in this
climate must be on the tops of very high mountains. And yet they were near
enough--no nore than a nmle or two, he thought--for himto judge that at nost
they were only above five hundred feet in elevation

He stood up, and suddenly fell

As he hit the ground he found he was rolling, as if on a steep slope,
towards the south. He nanaged to stop hinmself and stood up unsteadily, bracing
hi nsel f against a force that was pulling himtowards the south. It was not a
new force; he had been feeling its pressure all norning, but the fall had
taken himby surprise and the force seened now far stronger than before. Wy
had it not affected himuntil this nmonent? He thought back. That nmorning, with
the other distractions, he realized he had i ndeed been aware of it, and he'd
felt in the back of his mnd that they'd been wal ki ng downhill. But that was
clearly nonsensical: the land was | evel as far as the eye could see. He stood
by the group of girls, sanmpling the sensation

It was not |like the pressure of air, nor even like the pull of gravity
on a slope. It was sonmewhere between the two: on level ground, without
noti ceable air novenments, he felt as though he were bei ng pushed or dragged
towards the south.

He took a few steps towards the north, and realized he was bracing his
legs as if ascending a hill; he turned towards the south, and in conflict with
t he evidence of his eyes he felt as though he were on a steep sl ope.

The girls were watching himcuriously, and he went back to them

He saw that in those |last few m nutes their bodies had distorted stil
further.

Shortly before they noved on, Rosario tried to speak to him He had
di fficulty understandi ng her. Her accent was strong in any case, and now her
voi ce was pitched high and she spoke too quickly.

After many attenpts, he got the gist of what she was saying.

She and the other girls were afraid to return to their village. They
were of the city now, and would be rejected by their own kind.

Hel ward said they nmust go on, as had been their choice, but Rosario said
they woul d not nmove. She was married to a man in her village, and although at
first she had wanted to return to him she thought now he would kill her
Lucia too was married, and she shared the fear. The people of the villages
hated the city, and for their involvenent with it the girls would be punished.

Hel ward gave up trying to answer her. He was having as much difficulty
maki ng her understand as he was in conprehending her. He thought she had | eft
it too late for this; after all they had entered the city willingly in the



first place as part of the barter. He tried to say this, but she could not
under st and.

Even whil e they had been tal king the process of change had conti nued.
She was now a little nore than twelve inches high, and her body--as the other
girls'--was nearly five feet broad. It was inpossible to recognize them as
havi ng once been human, even though he knew this to be so.

He said: "Wait here!"”

He stood up, and fell again, rolling across the ground. The force on his
body was now nuch greater, and he stopped hinmself with great difficulty. He
crawl ed back against the force to his pack, and pulled it on. He found the
rope, and slung it over his shoul der

Braci ng hi nmsel f agai nst the pressure, he wal ked sout hwar ds.

It was no | onger possible to make out any natural features other than
the Iine of rising ground ahead. The surface on which he wal ked was now an
i ndi stinct blur, and although he stopped to examine it fromtime to time he
coul d distinguish nothing on it that m ght once have been grass, or rocks, or
soil .

The natural features of the world were distorting: they were spreadi ng
laterally to east and west, dimnnishing in height and depth.

A boul der here might be a strip of dark gray, one hundredth of an inch
wi de and two hundred yards |ong. The | ow, snowcapped ridge ahead m ght be
nmount ai ns; the long strip of green a tree.

That narrow strip of off-white, a naked wonan.

He reached the higher ground nmore quickly than he had anticipated. The
pul | towards the south was intensifying, and when Helward was | ess than fifty

yards fromthe nearest hill he stunbled . . . and was rolling with an
ever-increasing speed towards it.
The northern face was al nost vertical, like the |leeward side of a

wi nd- bl own dune, and he collided with it hard. Al nost at once the sout hwards
pressure was pulling himup the face, defying the pull of gravity. In
desperation, for he knew if he reached the top the pressure on himcould never
be resisted, he scranbled for a hold somewhere on the rock-hard face. It cane
inthe formof an outjutting spur. Helward grabbed it with both hands,
desperately hol ding hinmsel f back against the relentless pressure. H s body
swung round, so that he was lying vertically against the wall, feet above his
head, knowi ng that if he slipped now he woul d be taken backwards up the sl ope
and on down towards the south.

He reached behind into his pack, and found the grapple. He | odged it
firmy under the spur, attached the rope to it, and wound the other end around
his wist.

The sout hwards pressure was now so great upon himthat the normal
downwards pull of gravity was virtually negat ed.

The substance of the nountain was changi ng beneath him The hard, al nost
vertical wall was slowy w dening to east and west, slowy flattening, so that
behind himthe summt of the ridge appeared to be creepi ng down towards him
He saw a cleft in the rock beside himwhich was slowy cl osing, so he renoved
the grapple fromunder the spur and thrust it into the cleft. Mnents |ater
t he grapple was securely held.

The sunmit of the ridge had now di stended and was beneath his body. The
sout hward pressure took him and he was swept over the ridge. The rope held
and he was suspended horizontally.

What had been the nountain became a hard protuberance beneath his chest,



his stomach lay in what had been the valley beyond, his feet scranmbled for a
hol d agai nst the dimnishing ridge of what had once been anot her nountain.

He was flat along the surface of the world, a giant recunbent across an
erstwhil e nountain region

He rai sed his body, trying to ease his position. Lifting his head he
suddenly found he was short of breath. A hard, icy wind blew fromthe north,
but it was thin and short of oxygen. He lowered his head again, resting his
chin on the ground. At this level his nose could take air that would sustain
hi m

It was bitterly cold.

There were clouds, and borne on the wind they skinmed a few i nches above
the ground like a white unbroken sheet. They surged around his face, flow ng
around his nose like foamat the bow of a ship.

H s mouth was bel ow them his eyes were above.

Hel ward | ooked ahead of himthrough the thin, rarefied atnosphere above
the clouds. He | ooked towards the north.

He was at the edge of the world; its major bulk lay before him

He coul d see the whol e world.

North of himthe ground was level; flat as the top of a table. But at
the centre, due north of him the ground rose fromthat flatness in a
perfectly symetrical, rising and curving concave spire. It narrowed and
narrowed, reaching up, growi ng ever nore slender, rising so high that it was
i mpossible to see where it ended.

He saw it in a nultitude of colours. There were broad areas of brown and
yel l ow, patched with green. Further north, there was a blueness: a pure,
sapphire blue, bright on the eyes. Over it all, the white of clouds in |ong,
tenuous whorls, in brilliant swarns, in flaky patterns.

The sun was setting. Red to the north-east, it gl owed against the
i mpossi bl e horizon

The shape of it was the same. A broad flat disk that might be an
equator; at its centre and to north and south, its poles existed as rising,
concave spires.

Hel ward had seen the sun so often that he no | onger questioned its
appear ance. But now he knew the world too was that shape.

The sun set, and the world becane dark

The sout hwards pressure was now so great that his body hardly touched
what had once been the nountains beneath him He was hanging on the rope in
the darkness, as if vertically against the wall of a cliff; reason told him
that he was still horizontal, but reason was in conflict with sensation

He could no longer trust the strength of the rope. Helward reached
forward, curled his fingertips around two small extrusions (had they once been
nmount ai ns?), and haul ed hi nsel f forward.

The surface beyond was snoot her, and Helward could hardly find a firm
hold. Wth trouble he discovered he could dig his fingers into the ground
sufficiently far to obtain a tenporary purchase. He dragged hinsel f forward
again: a matter of inches . . . but in another sense a matter of mles. The
sout hwards pressure did not perceptibly dinnish

He abandoned his rope and crawl ed forward by hand. Another few inches
and his feet cane into contact with the low ridge that had been the nountain.
He pressed hard, noved forward again.

Gradual ly, the pressure on himbegan to decrease until it was no | onger
a matter of desperation to hold on. Helward relaxed for a nonment, trying to



catch his breath. Even as he did so he felt sure that the pressure was
i ncreasi ng again, so he noved forward. Soon, he had gone so far that he could
rest on his hands and knees.

He had not | ooked south. What had been behind hin?

He crawmed a long way, then felt able to stand. He did so, |eaning
northwards to counteract the force. He wal ked forward, feeling the
i nexplicable drag steadily dimnish. He soon felt he was sufficiently far from
the worst zone of pressure to sit on the ground, and take a proper rest.

He | ooked towards the south. Al was darkness. Overhead, the cl ouds
whi ch had broken around his face were now sonme hei ght above him They occl uded
t he noon, which Helward, in his untutored way, had never questioned. It too
was that strange shape; he had seen it many tines, always accepted it.

He continued wal ki ng northwards, feeling the i nmense drag weakeni ng
still further. The | andscape around hi mwas dark and featurel ess, and he paid
no attention to it. Only one thought dominated his nmind: that he nmust nove
sufficiently far forward before he rested so that he woul d not be dragged back
again to that zone of pressure. He knew now a basic truth of this world, that
t he ground was indeed noving as Collings had said. Up north, where the city
exi sted, the ground noved wi th an al nost inperceptible slowness: about one
mle in a period of ten days. But further south it nmoved faster, and its
accel erati on was exponential. He had seen it in the way the bodies of the
girls had changed: in the space of one night the ground had noved sufficiently
far for their bodies to be affected by the lateral distortions to which
t hey--and not he--were subjected.

The city could not rest. It was destined to nove forever, because if it
halted it would start the |ong sl ow novenent down here--down past--where it
woul d cone eventually to the zone where nountains becane ridges a few inches
hi gh, where an irresistible pressure would sweep it to its destruction.

At that noment, as Helward wal ked sl owWy northwards across the strange,
dark terrain, he could give no rationale to what he had experienced.
Everything conflicted with |ogic: ground was stable, it could not nove.
Mount ai ns did not distort as one sprawl ed across their face. Human beings did
not becone twel ve inches high; chasnms did not narrow, babies did not choke on
their nothers' mlk.

Though the night was well advanced, Helward felt no tiredness beyond the
resi due of the physical strain he had endured on the side of the mountain. It
occurred to himthat the day had passed quickly; faster than he coul d have
credited.

He was well beyond the zone of maxi num pressure now, but he was stil
too aware of it to halt. It was not a pleasant thought to sleep while the
ground noved beneath him bearing himineluctably southwards.

He was a mcrocosmof the city: he could no nore rest than it.

Ti redness cane at |ast and he sprawl ed on the hard ground, and sl ept.

He was awakened by the sunrise, and his first thought was of the
sout hwards pressure. Al arned, he sprang to his feet and tested his bal ance:
the pressure was there, but not measurably worse than it had been at his | ast
recol | ection.

He | ooked towards the south.

There, incredibly, the nountains stood.

It could not be so. He had seen them _felt_ themreduce to a ridge of
hard ground, no nore than an inch or two in height. Yet they were clearly
there: steep, irregularly shaped, capped with snow.

Hel ward found his pack, and checked its contents. He had |ost the rope
and grapple, and nuch of his equi pnent had been with the girls when he |eft



them but he still had one canteen of water, a sleeping-bag, and severa
packets of the dehydrated food. It woul d be enough to keep himgoing for a
whi | e.

He ate a little of the food, then strapped his pack in place.

He gl anced up at the sun, determined this time to keep his bearings.

He wal ked south towards the npuntai ns.

The pressure grew about himslowy, dragging himforward. As he wat ched
t he nount ai ns they appeared to reduce in height. The substance of the soil on
whi ch he wal ked becane thicker, and the terrain once nore took on its
appearance of fused |l ateral streaks.

Overhead, the sun noved faster than it had any right to do.

Fi ghti ng agai nst the pressure, Helward stopped when he saw that the
nmount ai ns were once agai n not much nore than an undulating line of low hills.

He was not equi pped to go further. He turned, and noved north. N ght
fell an hour |ater,

He wal ked on through the darkness until he felt the pressure was
acceptably | ow, then rested.

When dayl i ght canme again, the nountains were clearly in view. . . and
as nount ai ns.

He nade no attenpt to nove, but waited in his place. As the day advanced
the pressure grew. He was being borne southwards by the notion of the ground

towards the mountains . . . and as he watched and waited he saw them sl owy
spread laterally.
He noved canp, went northwards before night fell. He had seen enough; it

was tine to return to the city.

Unaccount ably, the thought of this worried him Wuld he have to make
some kind of report on what had happened?

There was much he felt incapable of even absorbing into his own
experience, |et alone coal escing what he had seen and felt into a coherent
order that he coul d describe to soneone el se.

At the centre of it all was the stupefying sight of the world spread
before him Had any man ever been privy to such an experience? How coul d the
m nd enconpass a concept of which the eye had been incapabl e of seeing even
the entire extent? To left and right--and, for all he knew, to the south of
him-the surface of the world had extended seemingly w thout bound. Only in
the north, due north, was there a definition of form that curving, rising
pi nnacl e of |l and which stretched to no visible end.

Li kewi se the sun, |ikew se the moon. And, for all he knew, |ikew se
every body in the visible universe.

The three girls: how could he report on their safe conduct to their
vill age when they had passed into a state in which he could not comunicate
with them nor even see then? They had passed on into their own world, utterly
alien to him

The baby: what had happened to that? Manifestly of the city, for like
himit had not been affected by the distortions that were otherw se all about
them presumably it had been abandoned by Rosario . . . and was now presunably
dead. Even if it still lived, the notion of the ground would bear it
southwards to that zone of pressure where it could not survive.

Lost in such thoughts, Helward wal ked on, taking little account of his
surroundi ngs. Only when he stopped to take a drink of water did he | ook about,
and it was with a start of surprise that he realized that he recogni zed the
terrain.

This was the rocky land to the north of the chasm where the bridge had
been built.

He took a few nouthfuls of the water, then retraced his steps. If he was
to find his way back to the city he nust relocate the tracks, and the site of
the bridge would be a better |andmark than nost.

He encountered a streamwhich, in his preoccupied state, he nust have



crossed without noticing. He followed its course, wondering if this could
possi bly be the sane stream for it appeared to be a tiny rivulet. In due tine
t he banks of the stream becane steeper and rougher, but there was no sign of

t he chasm

Hel ward scramnbl ed up the bank, and wal ked back agai nst the direction of
the water-flow Though naggingly fam liar, the appearance of the stream was
di stended and distorted, and it could be another streamentirely.

Then he noticed a |ong bl ack oval near the edge of the water. He went
down and exam ned it. There was a faint snmell of burning . . . and on cl oser
i nspection he realized this was the scar of a fire. Hs canp-fire.

The streamnext to it was no nore than a yard wi de, and yet when he had
been here with the girls it had been at |east twelve feet across. He went back
to the top of the bank. After a |long search he found sone marks on the ground
whi ch coul d have been the traces of one of the suspension towers.

Fromthe top of one bank to the next, the distance could have been no
nore than five or six yards. The drop to the water was a matter of feet.

At this point the city had crossed.

He wal ked northwards, and in a short while found the trace of a sl eeper
It was about seventeen feet |ong. The one next to it was three inches away.

By the follow ng night the scale of the | andscape had assuned
proportions that were nore famliar to him Trees |ooked |like trees, not
spraw i ng bushes. Pebbl es were round, grass grew in clunps, not spread like a
snear of green. The tracks by which he wal ked were still too widely spread to
have any resenbl ance to the gauge used by the city, but Helward thought that
his journey should not be rmuch | onger.

He had | ost track of the nunber of days that had passed, but the terrain
was becom ng increasingly famliar to him and he knew that so far his tine
away fromthe city was still considerably Iess than that predicted by
Clausewitz. Even taking into account the two or three days that had seened to
pass so quickly while he was in the zone of pressure, the city could not have
nmoved nmore than a mle or two further to the north while he was away.

Thi s thought encouraged him for his supplies of food and water were
dwi ndl i ng.

He wal ked on, and the days passed. There was still no sign of the city,
and the tracks by which he wal ked showed no signs of narrowing to their nore
normal gauge. By now he was so accustonmed to the notion of the latera
distortion of this world in the south, that he took the evidence of it nuch in
his stride.

One norning, he was disturbed by a new thought: for several days the
gauge of the tracks had not appeared to change, and could it be that he had
encountered a region where the notion of the ground was directly equal to the
speed of his own wal king? That is, that he was |ike a nmouse on a treadm ||,
never maki ng any forward progress?

For an hour or two he hastened his wal k, but soon reason prevailed. He
had, after all, successfully noved away fromthe zone of pressure where the
sout hward nmotion was greater. But nmore days passed, and the city seened to be
no nearer. Soon he was down to his last two packets of food, and twi ce he had
had to suppl enent his water-supplies fromlocal sources.

The day he reached the end of his food, he was suddenly taken by a surge
of excitenent. Potential starvation was no |longer a problem . . he had
recogni zed where he was! This was the region he had been riding through wth
Barter Collings: at that tine, two or three niles north of optinun

By his estimate of tinme he had been gone for three mles at the nost

so the city should be in sight.

Up ahead, the line of track-scars continued until a lowridge . . . and
no sign of the city. The sleeper-pits were still distorted, and the next row
of scars--the left inner--was sonme di stance away.

Al it could nmean, Helward reasoned, was that while he was away the city



had somehow nmoved nuch faster. Perhaps it had even overtaken the opti num and
was in a region where the ground noved nore slowy. Already he was beginning
to understand why the city noved on: perhaps ahead of optimmthere was a zone
where the ground did not nove at all

In which case the city could stop . . . the grand treadm ||l woul d end.

10

Hel ward passed a hungry night, and slept badly. In the nmorning he took a
few nout hful s of water and was soon on his way. The city nust be in sight
soon.

In the hottest part of the day, Helward was forced to rest. The
countrysi de was barren and open, with little shade. He sat down beside the
track.

Staring bl eakly ahead, he saw somet hi ng which gave himfresh hope: three
peopl e were wal king slowy down the track towards him They rmust be fromthe
city, sent out to find him He waited weakly for themto reach him

As they approached he tried to stand, but stunbled. He lay still.

"Are you fromthe city?"

Hel ward opened his eyes and | ooked up at the speaker. It was a young
man, dressed in a guild-apprentice uniform He nodded, his jaw slack

"You're ill . . . what's the matter?"
"I'"'m O K. Have you any food?"
"Drink this."

A canteen of water was offered, and Helward took a nouthful. The water
tasted different: it was stale and flat, city water

"Can you stand?"

Wth assistance, Helward got to his feet and they wal ked toget her away
fromthe track to where a few scrawny bushes grew. Helward sat down on the
ground, and the young man opened his pack. Wth a start of recognition
Hel ward realized the pack was identical to his own.

"Do | know you?" he said.

"Apprentice Kellen Li-Chen."

Li - Chen! He remenbered himfromthe créche. "I'm He!ward Mann."

Kel | en Li-Chen opened a packet of dehydrated food and insinuated sone
water. Soon a fam liar portion of gray porridge was before him and Hel ward
began to eat it with as near a nood of enthusiasmas he could ever recall.

In the background, some yards away, two girls stood and waited.

"You' re going down past,"” he said between nouthfuls.

"Yes."

"I'"ve just been."

"What's there?"

Suddenl y, Hel ward renenbered neeting Torrold Pel ham under al nost
i dentical circunstances.

"You're down past now," he said. "Can't you feel it?"

Kel | en shook his head.

"What do you nean?" he said.

Hel ward neant the sout hwards pressure, the subtle pull of which he could
still feel as he wal ked. But he understood now that Kell en had probably not
yet noticed it. Until it had been experienced in its extrenmeness, it would not
be recogni zed as a discrete sensation

"It's inpossible to talk about it," Helward said. "Go down past and
you'll see for yourself."

Hel ward gl anced over at the girls. They were sitting on the ground,
their backs turned quite deliberately on the men. He couldn't help smling to
hi nmsel f.

"Kellen . . . howfar is the city from here?"

"A few mles back. About five."

Five mles! Then by now it nust have easily overtaken the optinum



"Can you give nme sone food? Just a little. . . enough to get nme back to
the city."

"Of course.”

Kel  en took four packets, and handed them over. Helward | ooked at them
for a noment, then handed three of them back

"One will be enough. You'll need the rest.”
"I haven't got far to go," said Kellen
"I know . . . but you'll still need them" He | ooked again at the other

apprentice. "How | ong have you been out of the créche, Kellen?"

"About fifteen miles."

But Kellen was rmuch younger than him He renenbered distinctly: Kellen
had been two grades below himin the creche. They nust be recruiting
apprentices nuch earlier now But Kellen |ooked mature and well filled. H's
body was not that of an adol escent.

"How ol d are you?" he said.

"Si x hundred and sixty-five."

That couldn't be so . . . he was at least fifty mles younger than
Hel ward, who was by his own reckoning six hundred and seventy.

"Have you been working on the tracks?"

"Yes: Bl oody hard work."

"I know. How has the city been able to nove so fast?"

"Fast? It's been a bad period. W had a river to cross, and at the
monent the city is held up by hilly country. W've lost a |lot of ground. Wen
| left, it was six mles behind opti num"

"Six mles! Then the optinmum s noved faster?"

"Not as far as | know. " Kellen was | ooking over his shoulder at the
girls. "I think 1'd better be noving on now. Are you O K. ?"

"Yes. How are you getting on with thenP"

Kel | en gri nned.

"Not bad," he said. "Language barriers, but I think I can find a bit of
conmon vocabul ary. "

Hel ward | aughed, and again remenbered Pel ham

"Make it soon," he said. "It gets difficult later."

Kel | en Li-Chen stared at himfor a nonent, then stood up.

"The sooner the better, | think," he said. He went back to the girls,
who conpl ai ned | oudly when they realized their break had been only a short
one. As they wal ked past him Helward saw that one of the girls had unbuttoned
her shirt all down the front, and had tied it with a knot.

Wth the food Kellen had given him Helward felt certain of reaching the
city without any further problens. After the distance he had travell ed,
another five mles was as nothing, and he anticipated reaching the city by
nightfall. The countryside around himwas now entirely newto him in spite of
what Kellen had said it certainly seened that the city had nade good progress
during his absence.

Eveni ng approached, and still there was no sign of the city.

The only hopeful indication was that now the scars left by the sleepers
were of nore nornmal di nensions; the next tine Helward stopped for water he
nmeasured the nearest pit and estimated that it was about six feet |ong.

Ahead of himwas rising ground, and he could see a ridge over which the
track-remains ran. He felt sure the city nust be lying in the holl ow beyond
and so he pressed on, hoping for a sight of it before nightfall

The sun was touching the horizon as he reached the ridge, and | ooked
down into the valley.

A broad river flowed across the floor of the valley. The tracks reached
the southern bank . . . and continued on the further side. As far as he could
see they continued up across the valley until lost to sight anongst sone
woodl and. There was no sign of the city.

Angry and confused, Helward stared at the valley until darkness fell



then made his canp for the night.

In the norning he started out soon after daybreak, and within a few
m nutes was by the bank of the river. On this side there were many signs of
human activity: the ground by the side of the water had been churned into a
muddy waste, and there was a great deal of discarded tinmber and broken
sl eeper-foundations. In the water itself were several tinmber piles, presunably
all that now renmained of the bridge the city had had to build.

Hel ward waded down into the water, holding on to the nearest pile for
support. As the water deepened he started to swim but the current took him
and he was swept a |long way downstream before he could haul hinmself on to the
nort hern bank.

Soaked t hrough, he wal ked back upstreamuntil he reached the track
remai ns. Hi s pack and cl ot hes wei ghed heavily on him so he undressed and | aid
his clothes in the sun, then spread the sleeping-bag and canvas pack. An hour
later his clothes were dry, so he pulled themon again and prepared to nove
of f. The sl eeping-bag was still not conpletely dry, but he planned to air it
at his next stop

Just as he was strapping his pack into place, there was a rattling noise
and somret hi ng plucked at his shoulder. Helward turned his head in tine to see
a crossbow quarrel fall on the ground.

He dived for cover into one of the sleeper-foundations.

"Stay right there!"

He | ooked in the direction of the voice; he couldn't see the speaker
but there was a clunp of bushes sone fifty yards away.

Hel ward exam ned his shoulder: the quarrel had torn away a section of
his sleeve, but it had not drawn bl ood. He was defencel ess, having lost his
crossbow with the remai nder of his possessions.

"I"'mcomng out . . . don't nove."

A moment | ater, a man wearing the guild-apprentice uniform stepped out
from behind the bush, leveling his crossbow at Hel ward.

Hel ward shouted: "Don't shoot! |I'man apprentice fromthe city."

The man sai d not hing, but continued to advance. He halted about five
yards away

"OK . . . stand up."

Hel ward did so, seeking the recognition he anticipated.

"Who are you?"

"I"'mfromthe city," said Helward.

"Whi ch guil d?"

"The Futures."

"What's the last line of the oath?"

Hel ward shook his head in surprise. "Listen, what the--?"

"Cone on . . . the oath."

""All this is sworn in the full know edge that a betrayal of any one--'"

The man | owered his bow

"OK," he said. "I had to be sure. What's your nane?"

"Hel ward Mann."

The ot her | ooked at himclosely. "God, | never recogni zed you! You've
grown a beard!"

"Jase!"

The two young nen stared at each other for a few seconds nore, then
greeted each other affably. Helward realized that they both nust have changed
out of recognition in the tine since they had last met. Then they had both
been beardl ess boys, agonizing about the frustrations of life inside the
creéche; now they had changed in outlook as well as appearance. In the creche,
Gel man Jase had affected a worldliness and disdain for the order by which they
had to exist, and he had mannered hinself as a careless and irresponsible
| eader of the boys who "matured" |ess quickly. None of this was apparent to
Hel ward as they stood there beside the river renewing their earlier
friendship. His experiences outside the city had weat hered Jase, just as they
had weat hered hi s appearance. Neither man resenbl ed the pal e, undevel oped, and



nai ve boys who had grown up together: suntanned, bearded, nuscul ar, and
har dened, they had both matured quickly.

"What was all that about, shooting at nme?" said Hel ward.

"I thought you were a took."

"But didn't you see mny unifornP"

"Doesn't mean anything any nore."

"But--"

"Li sten, Helward, things are changi ng. How many apprentices have you
seen down past?"

"Two. Three, including you."

"Right. Did you know the city sends an apprentice down past every nile

or so? There should be nmany nore down here . . . and as we all take the sane
route we ought to be neeting each other alnost every day. But the tooks are
catching on. They're killing the apprentices, and taking their uniforms. Wre

you attacked?"
"No, " said Hel ward.
"I was."
"You could have tried to identify ne before you shot at ne."
"I aimed to miss you."
Hel ward indicated his torn sleeve. "Then you're just a |lousy shot."
Jase noved away, and went over to where his quarrel had fallen, he
picked it up, exanmined it for danage, then replaced it in its pouch
"We ought to be trying to reach the city," he said when he returned.
"Do you know where it is?"
Jase | ooked worri ed.

"I can't work it out," he said. "lI've been walking for mles. Has the
city suddenly accel erated?"

"Not as far as | know. | saw another apprentice yesterday. He said the
city had actually been del ayed."

"Then where the hell is it?" said Jase.

"Somewhere up there." Helward indicated the track-remains | eading north.
"Then we go on."

By the end of the day they still had not sighted the city--though the
tracks were now apparently the normal dinmensions--and they made a canp in a
patch of woodl and through which a stream of clean water fl owed.

Jase was far better equipped than Helward. In addition to his crossbhow,
he had a spare sleeping-bag (Helward's wet one had started to snmell, and he'd
thrown it away), a tent, and plenty of food.

"What do you make of it?" said Jase.

"Down past ?"

"Yes "
"I"'mstill trying to understand it," said Helward. "What about you?"
"I don't know. The same, | suppose. | can't nmake |logic of what |I've seen

and yet | know |I've seen and experienced it, and so it nust be so."

"How can ground possibly nove?"

"You noticed it too?" said Jase.

"I think so. That's what happened wasn't it?"

Later, each told his own account of what had happened after he left the
creéche. Jase's experiences had been renmarkably different from Hel ward's.

He had left the créeche a few mles before Helward, and undergone many of
t he sane experiences working outside the city. An essential difference,
t hough, was that he had not nmarried, and had been invited to nmeet sone of the
transferred wonen. As a result of this, he already knew the two wonmen he was
assigned to when he began the journey down past.

He had | earned many of the stories told by the | ocal inhabitants about
the people of the city. How the city was popul ated by giants, how they
pl undered and killed, and raped the wonen.

As his journey sout hwards proceeded, Jase had realized that the girls



were growi ng nore frightened, and when he asked them why they said that they
felt certain they would be killed by their own kind when they returned. They
wanted to go back to the city. At this point Jase had been noticing the first
effects of the lateral distortions, and was growi ng curious. He turned the
girls back, and told themto make their own way back to the city. He intended
to spend one nore day on his own, then he too would return northwards.

He travel ed south, but did not see nmuch that interested him then
attenpted to find the girls. He discovered themthree days later. Their
t hroats had been cut, and they were hangi ng upside down froma tree. Still
recoiling fromthe shock, Jase hinself was attacked by a crowd of |ocal nen,
some of whom were wearing apprentices' unifornms. He had managed to escape, but
the men had given chase. There foll owed three days of nightrmare. Wil e naking
his escape he had fallen and badly twi sted his foot, and in his laned state
could do little nore than hide. During the chase, he had gone a | ong way from
the tracks, and had noved south by several mles. The hunt had been called
of f, and Jase was alone. He stayed in hiding. . . but gradually felt a slow
buil d-up of southwards pressure. He realized that he was in a region he could
not recogni ze. He described to Helward the flat, featureless terrain, the
tremendous pressure, the way in which physical distortions took place.

He had tried to nove back in the direction of the tracks, but his
weakened | eg made progress difficult. Finally, he had been forced to anchor
hinself to the ground with the grapple and rope until he could wal k again. The
buil d-up of pressure had continued, and fearing the rope would hold no | onger
he had been forced to craw northwards. After a long and difficult period he
had managed to escape fromthe zone of worst pressure, and had headed back
towards the city.

He had wandered for a long time without finding the tracks. As a
consequence his know edge of the terrain away fromthe i mredi ate nei ghbour hood
of the tracks was considerably greater than Helward's.

"Did you know there's another city over there?" he said, indicating the
land to the west of the tracks.

" _Another_ city?" said Helward incredul ously.

"Nothing like Earth. This one is built on the ground.”

"But how . . . ?"

"It's inmense. Ten tines, twenty tinmes as big as Earth. | didn't
recognize it for what it was at first . . . | thought it was just another
settlenent, but one much larger. Helward, listen, it's a city like the cities
we |learnt about in the créche . . . the ones on Earth planet. Hundreds,

t housands of buildings . . . all built on the ground."

"Are there any people there?"

"Afew. . . not many. There was a | ot of damage. | don't know what
happened there, but nost of it seened to be abandoned now. | didn't stay |ong
because | didn't want to be seen. But it's a beautiful sight . . . all those
bui I di ngs. "

"Can we go there?"

"No . . . keep away. Too many tooks. There's sonething goi ng on out

there, the situation is changing. They're organizing thenmsel ves better, there
are lines of conmunication. In the past, when the city went to a village we
were often the first people fromoutside that the inhabitants had seen for a
long tinme. But fromthings the girls said to ne, | got the inpression that
that's not likely to be the case any nore. Wrd is spreading about the city .

and the tooks don't |ike us. They never have, but in small groups they
were weak. Now | think they want to destroy the city."

"And so they dress as apprentices," said Helward, still not grasping the
seriousness of Jase's tone.

"That's a small part of it. They take the clothes of the apprentices
they kill to make further killings easier. But if they decide to attack the
city, it'll be when they're well organized and determ ned."

"I can't believe that they could ever threaten us."

"Maybe not . . . but you were lucky."



In the norning they set out early, and travelled hard. They wal ked al
day, not stopping for nore than a few mnutes at a tine. By their side, the
scars left by the tracks had returned to normal dinmensions and both were
spurred on by the thought that the city could not be nmore than a few hours
wal k ahead.

As the afternoon drew on, the track led in a wi nding route around the
side of a hill, and as they reached the crest of the hill they saw the city
ahead of them stationary in a broad valley.

They stopped, stared down at it.

The city had changed.

Sonet hi ng about it nmade Helward run forward, hurrying down the side of
the hill towards it.

Fromthis elevation they could see the signs of normal activity about
the city: behind it four track-crews tearing up the rails, ahead of it a
| arger teamsinking piles into the river that presently barred the city's way.
But the shape of the city had changed. The rear section was ni sshapen,
bl ackened

The Iines of MIlitia had been strengthened, and soon Jase and Hel ward
were halted, and their identities checked. Both nen funed at the delay, for it
was clear that a major disaster had struck the city. Waiting for clearance
frominside the city, Jase learned fromthe nilitiaman in charge that there
had been two attacks by the tooks. The second one had been nore serious than
the first. Twenty-three militianmen had been killed; they were still counting
bodies inside the city.

The excitement of their return was instantly sobered by what they saw
When the cl earance cane through, Helward and Jase wal ked on in silence.

The creéche had been razed: it was the children who had died. I|nside the
city there was nore that had changed. The inpact of these changes was severe,
but Helward had no tine to register any reaction. He could only mark them
then try to push them aside until external pressures eased. There was no tinme
to dwell on his thoughts.

He learnt that his father had died. Only a few hours after Helward had
left the city, the angina had stopped his heart. It was C ausewitz who broke
the news to him and Causewitz who told himthat his apprenticeship was now
over.

More: Victoria had given birth to a baby--a boy--but it had been one of
those that had died in the attack.

More: Victoria had signed a formthat pronounced the marriage over. She
was living with another man, and was pregnant agai n.

And nmore, inplicitly tied up with all of these events, yet no nore
concei vable: Helward learnt fromthe central cal endar that while he had been
away the city had noved a total of seventy-three miles, and was even so eight
mles behind optimum In his own subjective tinme-scale, Helward had been gone
for less than three mles.

He accepted all these as facts. The reaction of shock would cone |ater
nmeanwhi | e anot her attack was inm nent.

PART THREE
1

The vall ey was dark and silent. Across on the northern side of the river
| saw a red light flash on twi ce, then nothing.

Seconds later, | heard fromdeep within the city the grinding of the
wi nch-drums, and the city began to inch forward. The sound echoed around the
val | ey.

| was lying with about thirty other men in the tangl ed undergrowh that



spread across the face of the hill. | had been drafted tenporarily to work
with the Mlitia during this nost critical of all the city's crossings. The
third attack was antici pated at any nonent, and it had been judged that once
the city could reach the northern bank of the river it would, by nature of the
surrounding terrain, be able to defend itself sufficiently long for the tracks
to be extended at |east as far as the highest point of the pass through the
hills to the north. Once there, it was thought that it could again defend
itself for the next phase of track-Iaying.

Sonmewhere in the valley we knew that there were about a hundred and
fifty tooks, all armed with rifles. They presented a form dabl e eneny. The
city had only twelve rifles taken fromthe tooks, and the amunition for them
had been spent during the second attack. Qur only realistic weapons were the
crossbows--at short range, deadly--and an awareness of the value of
intelligence work. It was this latter which had enabled us to prepare the
reserve counter-attack of which I was a part.

A few hours earlier, as darkness fell, we had taken up this position
overl ooking the valley. The main force of defence was three ranks of
crossbowren depl oyed around the city itself. As the city started out across
the bridge they would retreat, until they formed a defensive position around
the tracks. The tooks would concentrate their fire on these nen, and at that
nmonent we coul d spring our anbush

Wth fortune on our side, the counter-attack woul d not be necessary.
Though intelligence work had established that another attack was likely, the
bri dge-bui |l di ng work had been conpleted faster than anticipated, and it was
hoped that the city would be safely across to the other side under cover of
dar kness before the tooks realized.

But in the still of the valley, the sound of the wi nches was
unmi st akabl e.

The forward edge of the city had just reached the bridge itself when the
first shots were heard. | placed a bolt in the bow, and held my hand over the
saf ety-cat ch.

It was a cloudy night, and visibility was poor. | had seen the fl ashes
fromthe rifles, and estinmated that the tooks were ranged in a rough
sem -circle, approximtely one hundred yards fromour nen. | could not tell if
any of their bullets had hit, but so far there were no answering shots.

More rifles fired, and we could tell the tooks were closing in. The city
had half its bulk on the bridge . . . and still crept forward.

Down bel ow, a distant shout: " _Lights!_"

Instantly, a battery of eight arc-lanps situated on the rear of the city
cane on, directed over the heads of the crossbowren and into the surroundi ng
terrain. The tooks were there, not taking any kind of cover.

The first rank of crossbowren | oosed their bolts, hunched down, and
started to reload. The second rank shot, hunched down, and rel oaded. The third
rank shot, rel oaded.

Taken by surprise the tooks had suffered several casualties, but now
they threw t hensel ves down agai nst the ground and fired at all they could see
of the defenders: the black silhouettes against the arc-I|anps.

" Lights off!_"

Darkness fell at once, and the crossbowren by the city dispersed. A few
seconds later the lights came on again, and the crossbowren fired fromtheir
new positions.

Once again the tooks were taken off aim and nore casualties were
inflicted. The lights went off again, and in the sudden darkness the
crossbowren returned to their former position. The manoeuvre was repeat ed.

There was a shout from below, and as the arc-lanps came on we saw t hat
t he tooks were charging. The city was now on the bridge.

Suddenly, there was a | oud explosion and a gush of flame against the
side of the city. An instant |later a second explosion occurred on the bridge
itself, and flames spread across the dry tinber of the rail-way.

"Reserve force, _ready! " | stood up, and waited for the order. | was no



| onger frightened, and the tension of the waiting hours had di sappear ed.
" Advance! "

The arc-lanmps on the city were still burning, and we could see the tooks
clearly. Myst of themwere engaged in a hand-to-hand battle with the main
defence, but several nore were crouched on the ground, taking careful aim at
the superstructure of the city. Two of the arc-lanps were hit, and they went
out .

The flames on the bridge and against the side of the city were

spr eadi ng.

| saw a took near the bank of the river, swinging his armback in
preparation to throw a netal cylinder. | was no nore than twenty yards from
him | aimed, released the bolt . . . and hit the man in his chest. The

i ncendi ary bonb fell a few yards away from him and expl oded in a burst of
heat and fl ane.

Qur counter-attack had, as anticipated, taken the eneny by surprise. W
managed to hit three nore of the men . . . but suddenly they broke off and ran
towards the east, disappearing into the shadows of the valley.

There was consi derabl e confusion for a minute or two. The city was on
fire, and beneath it the bridge was burning fiercely in tw separate places.
One concentration of flame was directly beneath the city, but the other was a
few yards behind it. It was obviously urgent to deal with the fires, but no
one was certain that all the tooks had retreated.

The city continued to wi nch forward, but where the bridge burned | arge
sections of tinber were falling away into the river

Order was restored quickly. A MIlitia officer shouted orders, and the
men formed into two groups. One group renewed the defensive position around
the tracks; | joined the second group sent out on to the bridge to fight the
fire.

After the second attack--in which incendiaries had been used for the
first time--fire-points had been fitted to the outside of the city. The
nearest of these had been damaged in one of the explosions, and water was
gushing away fromit uselessly. W found a second one, and unravelled the
short |ength of hose.

The intensity of the track-fire was too great, and it was al npst
hopeless to try to fight it. Although the city had now passed over the worst

of the damage there were still three of the main runner-wheels to roll over
the burning tinber . . . and as we fought in the dense snoke and bill owi ng
flanmes | saw the rail beginning to twi st under the conbined forces of heat and
wei ght .

There was a roar, and another section of tinmber fell away. The snoke was
too thick. Choking, we had to back out from under the city.

The fire in the superstructure was still blazing, but a fire-crew inside
the city was attenpting to deal with it. The winches turned . . . the city
crept slowy towards the conparative safety of the northern bank

In the norning light the danage was assessed. In terms of |ost human
life, the city had not fared too badly. Three of the mlitianmen had been
killed in the shooting, and fifteen had been injured. Inside the city, one nman
had been seriously wounded in one of the incendiary expl osions, and a dozen
nore nen and wormen had been overconme by snmoke in the ensuing fires.

The physical damage to the city itself was extensive. A whole section of
adm ni strative offices had been gutted by the fire, and sone of the
accommodati on section was uni nhabitabl e because of fire or water damage.

Beneath the city there was nore damage. Although the main base of the
city was steel, much of the construction was tinber, and there were whol e
sections which had been burnt out. The rear ruiiner-wheels on the right outer
track had been derailed, and one of the great wheels had sustained a



structural crack. It could not be replaced: it would have to be discarded.

After the city had reached the northern bank, the bridge had continued
to burn and was now a total loss. Wth it had gone several hundred yards of
our irreplaceable rails, warped and twi sted by the heat.

After two days outside the city, working with the track-crews who were
sal vagi ng what there was of the rails on the southern bank of the river, | was
sunmoned to see Clausew tz

Apart from an hour or two spent inside the city when | first returned,
had not reported formally to any of ny senior guildsmen. As far as | could
determ ne, the normal protocol of the guilds had been abandoned for the
duration of the energency, and as | nyself could see no end to the serious
situation--the attacks had caused inevitabl e delays, and the opti num was ever
further away--1 had not expected anyone to call me off my work outside.

There was a di sturbing nood anongst those nmen who were outside--hal f-way
bet ween despair and desperation. The work continued on laying the tracks
towards the pass, but the relaxed energy of ny early days outside the city
seened to be a | ong way behind us. Now the tracks were being built in spite of
the situation with the tooks, rather than in the way | now understood the
notivation of the city to be derived, froman internal need to survive in a
strange environnent.

The tal k among the track-crews, the Mlitia, the Traction nen was al
centred in one way or another around the attacks. No | onger was there tal k of
gai ning ground on the opti mum or what dangers |ay down past. The city was in
a crisis, and this was reflected in everyone's attitude.

When | went inside the city the change was apparent here too.

Gone was the light, aseptic appearance of the corridors, gone was the
general atnosphere of workaday routines.

The el evator was no | onger working. Many of the main doors in the
corridors were | ocked, and at one point an entire wall had been torn
away--presumably as a result of one of the fires--so that anyone wal ki ng
t hrough that part of the city could see what was outside. | renenbered
Victoria's frustrations of old, and reflected that whatever secrecy the guilds
m ght have tried to maintain in the past, no | onger was such a system
possi bl e.

Thought of Victoria pained me; | still did not realize fully what had
happened. In what seened to me to be the passage of a few days, she had
abandoned all the tacit understandings of the marriage between us, and gone to
pursue another life w thout ne.

I had not seen her since nmy return, though I had nmade sure that she
woul d have known | was back in the city. Under the conditions of the external
threat it had not been possible to see her anyway, but that aspect of ny life
was one | needed tine to consider before neeting her. The news of her
pregnancy by another nman--1 was told he was an education admni ni strator named
Yung--had not hit me too hard at first, sinply because | had just not believed
it. Such a situation could not possibly have developed in the tine | knew
had been away fromthe city.

| found ny way to the first-order guild area with sonme difficulty. The
interior of the city had changed i n many ways.

There seened to be people, noise, and dirt everywhere. Every spare yard
of space had been given over to energency sleeping-room and even in sone of
the corridors | ay wounded nmen from outside. Several walls and partitions had
been taken down, and just outside the first-order quarters--where there had
been a series of pleasantly appointed recreation roonms for the guil dsnen--an
ener gency kitchen had been pl aced.

The snell of burnt wood was everywhere

| knew a fundanental change was coming over the city. |I could feel the
old structure of the guilds crunbling away. The roles of many peopl e had
al ready changed; working with the track-crews |'d net several nmen for whomit



was the first tine outside the city, men who until the attacks had worked on

food synthesis, or education, or domestic adnministration. Took | abour was now
obvi ously inpossible, and all hands had to be called to nmove the city. Wy at
this moment Cl ausewitz had summoned ne | coul d not inagine.

There was no sign of himin the Futures' room and so | waited for a
while. After half an hour he had still not appeared, so knowi ng nmy services
could be better enployed outside | headed back the way | had cone.

I met Future Denton in the corridor

"You're Future Mann, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"W're leaving the city. Are you ready now?"

"I was supposed to be seeing Future C ausewitz."

"That's right. He's sent me instead. Can you ride a horse?"

| had forgotten the horses while | was away fromthe city. "Yes."

"Cood. Meet nme at the stables in an hour's tine."

He wal ked on into the Futures' room

Wth an hour to spend on ny own, | realized that | had nothing to do, no
one to see. All my connections with the city were broken; even associative
menories of the physical shape and appearance of the city had been disrupted
by t he damage.

| wal ked down to the rear of the city to see for nyself the extent of
the danmage to the créche, but there was not nuch to see. Al npbst the whole
superstructure had been burnt or latterly denolished, and where the children
had been housed was nmerely the bare steel of the main base of the city. From
there I could see back across the river to where the attack had taken place. |
wonder ed whet her the tooks would try again. | felt they had been well beaten
but if the city was resented as nuch as appeared | supposed they woul d
eventually re-formand attack once nore.

It canme home to ne just how vulnerable the city was. Not designed to
repel any kind of attack, it was slow nmoving, ungainly, built of highly
i nflanmabl e materials. Al its weakest points, the tracks, the cables, the
ti mber superstructure, were easily accessible.

| wondered if the tooks realized how easy it would be to destroy the
city: all they needed to do was disable its notive powers pernmanently, then
sit back and watch as the nmovenent of the ground slowly bore it southwards.

| considered this for sone time. It seemed to ne that the |ocal people
did not understand the inherent frailty of the city and its inhabitants,
because of the lack of information available to them As far as | could tell
the strange transformati on that had overtaken the three girls down past was
subj ectively to themno transformation at all.

Here, near optinmm the tooks were not subject to distortion--or only to
an indiscernible degree--and so no perception of any difference was possible.

Only if the tooks succeeded, perhaps not even by design, in delaying the
city to such a degree that it was borne to a point so far south that it could
never haul itself forward again would they see the effect this would have on
the city and its occupants.

Under normal conditions, the city would be facing difficult country; the
hill to the north of us was probably not the only one in this region. How
could it ever again hope to approach the optinun?

For the noment, though, the city was relatively secure. Bounded on one
side by the river, and by rising ground which would afford no cover to any
aggressor on the other, it was strategically well placed while the tracks were
[ ai d.

| wondered whether | had tine to find a change of clothes, as | had been
wor ki ng and sl eeping in the sane ones for many days. This thought inevitably
rem nded me of Victoria, and how she had objected to ny uniformafter ten days
init outside the city.

| hoped | should not see her before I left.

| returned to the Futures' room and made enquiries. There were indeed
uni forms available, and | was entitled to one as | was now a full guildsman .



but there was none available at the noment. | was told that one woul d be
found while | was away.
Future Denton was waiting for ne when | arrived at the stables. | was
given a horse, and w thout further delay we rode out from beneath the city and
headed nort h.

Denton was not a man who woul d say nuch unpronpted. He answered any
qguestions | chose to ask, but between there were |long periods of silence.

did not find this unconfortable, because it gave nme a much needed opportunity
to think.

The early training of the guilds still ran true: | accepted that | would
make what | could of what | saw, and not rely on the interpretations of
ot hers.

W foll owed the proposed |line of the tracks, up around the side of the
hill and through the pass. At the top, the ground ran steadily downwards for a
long way, following a small watercourse. There was a small patch of woodl and
at the end of the valley, and then another line of hills.

"Denton, why have we left the city at this monent?" | said. "Surely
every man i s needed. "

"Qur work is always inportant.”

"More inportant than defending the city?"

"Yes."

As we rode he explained that during the last fewnmles the
future-surveying work had been negl ected. This was partly because of the
troubles, and partly because the guild was under manned.

"We've surveyed as far as these hills,"” he said. "Those trees
they're a nuisance to the Track guild, and they could provide cover for the
t ooks, but we need nore tinber. The hills have been surveyed for about another
mle, but beyond that it's all virgin territory."

He showed nme a map that had been drawn on a long roll of paper, and
expl ai ned the synmbols to me. Qur job, as far as | could tell, was to extend
the map northwards. Denton had a surveying instrunent nounted on a | arge
wooden tripod, and every so often he would take a reading fromit and nake
i nscriptions on the map.

The horses were heavily laden with equipnent. In addition to |arge
supplies of food and beddi ng, we were each carrying a crossbow and a good
supply of bolts; there was some digging equi pment, a chemical-sanpling kit,
and a mniature video canmera and recording equi pnent. | was given the video
kit to use, and Denton showed ne how to operate it.

The usual method of the Futures, as he explained it to nme, was that over
a period of time a different surveyor, or a different team of surveyors, would
nmove north of the city by different routes. By the end of the expedition he
woul d have a detailed map of the terrain through which he had passed, and a
vi deo record of its physical appearance. This would then be submitted to the
Council of Navigators and they, with the help of other surveyors' reports,
woul d deci de which route woul d be taken.

Towards | ate afternoon, Denton stopped for about the sixth time and
erected his tripod. After he had taken angul ar readi ngs on the el evation of
the surrounding hills, and, by use of a gyroscopically nounted conpass, had
determ ned true north, he attached a free-sw nging pendulumto the base of the
i nstrument. The wei ght of the pendul um was pointed, and when its natura
nmonent um was spent and the pointer was stationary, Denton took a graduated
scale, marked with concentric circles, and placed it between the |egs of the
tripod.

The pointer was al nost exactly above the central mark.

"We're at optimum" he said. "Know what that neans?"

"Not exactly."



"You' ve been down past, haven't you?" | confirmed this. "There's al ways
centrifugal force to contend with on this world. The further south one
travels, the greater that force is. It's always present anywhere south of
optimum but it makes no practicable difference to normal operations for about
twel ve mles south of optimum Anything further than that, and the city woul d
have real problenms. You know that anyway, if you've felt the centrifuga
force.”

He took further readings fromhis instrument.

"Eight and a half nmiles,"” he said. "That's the di stance between here and
the city . . . or how nuch ground the city has to make up."

| said: "How is the optinmm neasured?"

"By its null gravitational distortions. It serves as the standard by
whi ch we measure the city's progress. In physical terms, imagine it as a line
drawn around the world."

"And the optinumis al ways novi ng?"

"No. The optimumis stationary . . . but the ground noves away fromit."

"Ch yes."

W packed our gear and continued northwards. Just before sunset we made
canp for the night.

The surveyi ng work was undemandi ng mentally, and as we noved slowy
northwards | found that ny only external preoccupation was a need to be
ever-wat chful for signs of hostile inhabitants. Denton told ne that an attack
on us was unlikely, but neverthel ess we were on our guard.

I was still thinking about the awesome experience of seeing the whole
world lying before ne. As an event, it was enough; understanding it was
somet hi ng el se.

On our third day out fromthe city | suddenly started to think about the
education | had been given as a child. I'mnot sure what started the train of
t hought; it was possibly a number of things, not |east the shock of seeing how
utterly the créche had been destroyed.

| had thought little of my education since |eaving the creche. At the
time | had felt, in common with nost of the children in the créche, that the
teaching we were given was not much nore than a penance, in which tine was
served as of necessity. But |ooking back, much of the education pushed into
our unwilling heads took on a new dinension in the context of the city.

For instance, one of the subjects which had inspired in us the nost
boredom was what the teachers referred to as "geography." Mst of these
| essons had been concerned with the techni ques of cartography and surveyi ng;
in the encl osed environment of the créche, such exercises had been al nost
whol Iy theoretical. Now, though, those hours of tediumtook on their rel evance
at long last. Wth a little concentration and a certain amunt of digging into
my often faulty menory, | grasped quickly the principles of the work Denton
was show ng ne.

W had had many ot her subjects taught to us theoretically, and I saw now
how t hose too had practical rel evance. Any new guild apprentice would al ready
have a background knowl edge of the work his own guild would expect himto do,
and in addition would have simlar information about many of the other
functions of the city.

Not hi ng coul d have prepared me for the sheer physical grind of working
on the tracks, but I'd had an al mbst instinctive understanding of the actua
machi nery used to haul the city al ong those tracks.

| cared not at all for the compul sory training with the Mlitia, but the
puzzling--at the tinme--enphasis placed on nmilitary strategy during our
education would clearly help those nmen who later took arnms for the security of
the city.

Thi s process of thought led ne to wonder whet her there had been anything



in my education that could possibly have prepared ne for the sight of a world
whi ch was shaped the way this one appeared to be.

The | essons we had been given which specifically referred to
ast rophysi cs and astronomy had al ways spoken of planets as spheres. Earth--the
pl anet, not our city--was described as an obl ate spheroid, and we had been
shown maps of some of its |land surface area. This aspect of physical science
was not dwelt upon; 1'd grown up to assune that the world on which Earth city
exi sted was a sphere like Earth planet, and nothing | had been taught had
contradicted this assunption. |Indeed, the nature of the world was never
di scussed openly at all

| knew that Earth planet was part of a system of planets, which were
orbiting a spherical sun. Earth planet itself was circled by a spherica
satellite. Again, this information seened always to be theoretical. . . and
this lack of practical application had not concerned me even when | left the
city, for it was always clear that a different circunstance obtai ned. The sun
and noon were not spherical, and neither was the world on which we |ived.

The question remai ned: where were we?

The solution lay perhaps in the past.

This too had been covered conprehensively, although the histories we
wer e taught were exclusively about Earth planet. Miuch of what we | earned
concerned nilitary manoeuvres, the transference of power and governnent from
one state to another. W knew that tinme was neasured in terms of years and
centuries on Earth planet, that recorded history existed for about twenty
centuries. Perhaps unfairly, | fornmed an inpression that | should not care to
live on Earth planet, as nost of its existence seemed to be a series of
di sputes, wars, terlitorial clainms, economc pressures. The concept of
civilization was far advanced, and explained to us as the state in which
manki nd congregated within cities. By definition, we of Earth city were
civilized, but there seened to be no resenbl ance between our existence and
theirs. CGvilization on Earth planet was equated with selfishness and greed;

t hose people who lived in a civilized state exploited those who did not. There
were shortages of vital comodities on Earth planet, and the people in the
civilized nations were able to nonopolize those commodities by reason of their
greater econom c strength. This inmbal ance appeared to be at the root of the

di sput es.

| suddenly saw parallels between our civilization and theirs. The city
was undoubtedly on a war footing as a result of the situation with the tooks,
and that inits turn was a product of our barter system W did not exploit
them t hrough weal th, but we had a surplus of the comodities in short supply
on Earth planet: food, fuel energy, raw materials. Qur shortage was nanpower,
and we paid for that with our surplus comodities.

The process was inverted, but the product was the sane.

Fol lowing nmy line of reasoning, | saw that the exam nation of the
history of Earth planet prepared the way for those who woul d beconme Barter
gui l dsmen, but it took ne no further along my own search for understandi ng.
The histories began and ended on Earth planet, with no nmention of how the city
cane to be on this world, nor how the city had been built, nor about who its
founders were and where they cane from

A deliberate onission? O forgotten know edge?

| imagined that nmany guildsnen had tried to construct their own patterns
of logic, and for all | knew either the answers were avail able somewhere in
the city, or there was a comonly accepted hypot hesis which |I had not yet
encountered. But | had fallen naturally into the ways of the guil dsmen.
Survival on this world was a matter of initiative: on the grand scale, by
hauling the city northwards away fromthat zone of amazing distortion behind
us, and on the personal scale by deriving for oneself a pattern of life that
was self-determined. Future Denton was a self-sufficient man, and so had been
nost of those | had nmet. | wanted to be one with them and conprehend things
on my own account. | supposed that | could discuss my thoughts wi th Denton
but I chose not to.



The journey northwards was sl ow and neandering. W did not take a route
due north, but followed many diversions to east and west. Periodically Denton
woul d neasure our position against optinmum and never at any tinme were we
further north than about fifteen mles.

| asked himif there were any reason why we should not strike even
further north of optinmm

"Normal ly, we would go as far north as we can," he said. "But the city's
in a special circunstance. As well as seeking the easiest northwards route, we
need terrain that will allow us to defend ourselves best."

The map we were conpiling was becom ng nore conplete and detail ed every
day. Denton allowed ne to operate the equi prent whenever | w shed, and soon |
was as adept as he. | learned howto triangulate the land with the surveying
instrument, how to estimate the elevation of hills, and how to cal cul ate the
di stance we were north or south of optinmum | was growing to |ike working the
canera, in spite of the fact | was forced to curb ny enthusiasmto conserve
the energy in the batteries.

It was peaceful and agreeable away fromthe tensions of the city, and
di scovered that Denton, in spite of his long silences, was an am abl e and
intelligent man.

| had lost track of the days we had been away, but it was certainly at
| east twenty. Denton showed no sign of wanting to return.

W encountered a small settlenment, nestling in a shallow valley. W nade
no attenpt to approach it. Denton nerely marked it on the map, with a rough
estimte of the popul ation.

The countryside was greener and fresher than that to which | had grown
accust oned, al though the sun was no cooler. It rained nore often here, usually
during the night, and there were many different sizes of streams and rivers.

Al the features of the region, natural or nman-made, difficult for the
city to pass through or suitable to its peculiar needs, Denton marked w t hout
comment on his map. It was not the job of the Future Surveyors to decide which
route the city should take; we worked sinply to establish the actual nature of
future terrain.

The at nosphere was restful and soporific, the natural beauty of our
surroundi ngs seductive. | knew the city would travel through this region in
the mles to come, and pass it w thout registering appreciation. For the
city's aesthetics, this verdant and gentle countryside m ght equally be a
wi ndswept desert.

During the hours when | was not actually engaged in any of our routine
tasks, | was still lost in speculative thought. | could not get out of my mnd
t hat spectacle of the manifest appearance of the world on which we existed.
There nust have been sonething, somewhere in those |ong years of tedious
education that would, subconsciously, have prepared ne for that sight. W I|ive
by our assumptions; if one took for granted that the world we travell ed across
was |ike any other, could any education ever prepare one for a total reversa
of that assunption?

The preparation for that sight had begun the day Future Denton had taken
me outside the city for the first time, to see for nyself a sun that reveal ed
itself to be any shape but that of a sphere.

But | still felt there nmust have been an earlier clue.

| waited for a few nore days, still worrying at the problemwhen |I found
time, then had an idea. Denton and | had canped one evening in open country
besi de a broad, shallow river, and as sunset approached | took the video
canera and recorder and wal ked al one up the side of a low hill about half a
mle anway. At the top there was a clear view towards the north-eastern
hori zon.

As the sun neared the horizon, the atnospheric haze dinmred its glare and
its shape became visible: as ever, a broad disk spiked top and bottom |
swi tched on the canmera, and took a long shot of it. Later | replayed the tape,
checki ng that the picture was clear and steady.

| never tired of the spectacle. The sky was reddening, and after the



mai n di sk had passed beneath the horizon, the upright pinnacle of light slid
qui ckly down. For a few minutes after its passing there was an inpression of a
bright focus of orangewhite at the centre of the red glow. . . but soon this
passed and ni ght cane on quickly.

| played the tape again, watching the inmage of the sun on the recorder's
tiny nmonitor. | froze the picture, then adjusted the brightness control
dimming the image until only the white shape remai ned.

There in mniature was an i mage of the world. My world. | had seen that
shape before . . . long before I eaving the confines of the créeche. Those weird
symmetrical curves made an overall pattern that someone had once shown ne.

| stared at the nonitor screen for a long tinme, then conscience struck
me and | switched off to conserve the batteries. | did not return to Denton
straight away: | was straining ny menory for sone key to that faint
recol l ection of the tinme when soneone had drawn four |ines on a sheet of card,
and held up for all to see the place where Earth city struggled to survive.

The map that Denton and | were conpiling was taking on a definite shape.

Drawn on the long roll of stiff paper he had brought, the plan took the
formof a long, narrow funnel, with its narrowest point at the patch of
woodl and a mile or so to the north of where the city had been when we left it.
Qur travels had all been within the funnel, enabling us to make measurenents
of large features fromall sides, to ensure that we conpiled information as
nearly accurate as possible.

Soon the work was finished, and Denton said that we would return at once
to the city.

| had, in the video recorder, a conplete and cross-referenced visua
record of all the terrain we had covered. In the city, the Council of
Navi gat ors woul d exami ne as much as they felt necessary to plan the city's
next route. Denton told ne that other Futures would go north soon, draw
anot her funnel map of the terrain. Perhaps it too would start at the patch of
woodl and, and take a course five or ten degrees to east or west, or, if the
Navi gators felt that a safe route could be found in the terrain we had
surveyed, the new map would start further up the known territory, and push
forward again the frontier of the future we had surveyed.

W headed back towards the city. | had expected, in sone nel odramatic
way, that now we had the informati on we had been despatched to obtain, we
woul d ride through day and night with no regard to safety or confort; instead,
the leisurely ride through the countryside continued.

"Shoul dn't we hurry?" | said in the end, thinking that perhaps Denton
was idling for some reason connected with nme; | wished to show that | was
willing to nove with speed.

"There's never any hurry up future," he said.

| didn't argue with him but it had occurred to me that we had been away
fromthe city for at least thirty days. In that time, the nmovenent of the
ground woul d have taken the city another three mles away fromthe optinum
and consequently the city would have had to travel at least that distance to
stay within safety linits.

| knew that the unsurveyed territory began only a mile or so beyond the
city's last position.

In short, the city would need the information we had.

The return journey took three days. On the third day, as we | oaded the
horses and conti nued on south, the nmenory | had been seeking came to ne. It
cane unbi dden, as is often the case when trying for something buried in the
subconsci ous.

I felt | had exhausted all ny conscious nmenories of the lessons |I'd had,
and sorting through the menory of the |ong acadenm c courses had been as
fruitless as the sessions had been tedious at the tine.



Then, froma subject | had not even considered, the answer cane.

| remenbered a period in ny last few mles inside the créche, when our
teacher had taken us into the realmnms of calculus. Al aspects of nmathematics
had i nduced the sane response in me--1 showed neither interest nor
success--and this further devel opnent of abstract concepts had seenmed no
different.

The teaching had covered a kind of cal culus known as functions, and we
were taught how to draw graphs representing these functions. It was the graphs
that had provided the nenory key: | had always had a noderate talent for
drawi ng, and for a few days ny interest had flickered into life. It died
al nrost i medi ately, for | discovered that the graphs were not an end in
t hensel ves but were drawn to provide a neans of finding out nore about the
function . . . and | didn't know what a function was.

One graph in particular had been discussed in great and onerous detail

It showed the curve of an equation where one value was represented as a
reci procal --or an inverse--of the other. The graph for this was a hyperbol a.
One part of the graph was drawn in the positive quadrant, one in the negative.
Each end of the curve had an infinite value, both positive and negative.

The teacher had di scussed what woul d happen if that graph were to be
rotated about one of its axes. | had neither understood why graphs shoul d be
drawn, nor that one might rotate them and |I'd suffered another attack of
daydreanming. But | did notice that the teacher had drawn on a piece of |arge
card what the solid body would | ook |ike should this rotation be perfornmed.

The product was an inpossible object: a solid with a disk of infinite
radi us, and two hyperbolic spires above and bel ow t he di sk, each of which
narrowed towards an infinitely distant point.

It was a mathematical abstraction, and held for me then as nuch interest
as such an item shoul d.

But that mathematical inmpossibility was not taught to us for no reason,
and the teacher had not w thout reason attenpted to draw it for us. In the
i ndirect manner of all our education, that day | had seen the shape of the
world on which I lived

5

Denton and | rode through the woodl and at the bottom of the range of
hills. . . and there ahead of us was the pass.

Involuntarily, | drew back on the reins and halted the horse.

"The city!" | said. "Were is it?"

"Still by the river | should imagine."

"Then it must have been destroyed!"

There could be no other explanation. Had the city not noved in all those
thirty days, only another attack could have delayed it. By now the city should
at least be in its new position in the pass.

Dent on was watching nme, an amused expression on his face.

"Is this the first time you' ve been so far north of optimn®?" he said.

"Yes it is."

"But you've been down past. What happened when you cane back to the
city?"

"There was an attack on," | said.

"Yes. . . . but how nuch tinme had el apsed?”

"Mre than seventy niles."
"Was that nore than you expected?"
"Yes. | thought . . . I'd been gone only a few days, a mle or two in
tinme."
"O K. " Denton noved forward again, and | followed. "The opposite is true
if you go north of optimm?"
"What do you nean?"

"Hasn't anyone told you about the subjective tine values?' My bl ank



expression gave himthe answer. "If you go anywhere south of optinmm
subjective time is slowed. The further south you go, the nore that occurs. In
the city, the time scale is nore or less normal while it is near the optinum
so that when you return fromdown past, it seens that the city has noved far
further than possible.™

"But we've been north."

"Yes, and the effect is opposite. Wile we ride north, our subjective
time scale is speeded, so that the city appears not to have noved at all. From
experience, | think you'll find that about four days have elapsed in the city
whil e we've been gone. It's nore difficult to estimate at the nonent, as the
city itself is further south of optimmthan normal."

| said nothing for a few nmnutes, trying to understand the idea.

Then: "So if the city itself could nove north of optimm it wouldn't
have so many nmiles to travel. It could stop."

"No. It always has to nove."

"But if where we've been slows down tinme, the city would benefit from
bei ng there."

"No," he said again. "The differential in subjective tine is relative."

"I don't understand," | said honestly.

W were now riding up the valley towards the pass. In a few mnutes we
woul d be able to see the city, if it was indeed where Denton had predicted.

"There are two factors. One is the novenent of the ground, the other is
how one's values of time are changed subjectively. Both are absolute, but not
necessarily connected as far as we know. "

"Then why--?"

"Li sten. The ground noves, physically. In the north it noves slow y--and
the further north one travels the slower it noves--in the south it noves
faster. If it was possible to reach the nost northern point we believe the
ground would not nove at all. On the other hand, we believe that in the south
t he noverment of the ground accelerates to an infinite speed at the furthest
extremty of the world."

| said: "l've been there . . . to the furthest extrenmty."

"You went . . . what? Forty mles? Perhaps nore by accident? That was
far enough for you to feel the effects . . . but only the beginning. W're
talking in terns of millions of mles. Literally . . . mllions. Mich nore

some woul d say. The city's founder, Destaine, thought the world was of
infinite size."

| said: "But the city has only to travel a few mles further, and it
woul d be north of optinmum™

"That's right . . . and it would make life a ot easier. W would stil
have to nove the city, but not so often and not so far. But the problemis
that it's as much as we can do to stay abreast of optinmm™"

"What is special about the optinmn®"

"It's where conditions on this world are nearest to those on Earth
pl anet. At the optinmum point our subjective values for time are nornmal. In
addition, a day lasts for twenty-four hours. Anywhere else on this world one's
subj ective time produces slightly | onger or shorter days. The velocity of the
ground at optimumis about one mle in every ten days. The optinmumis
i mportant because in a world like this, where there are so many vari abl es, we
need a standard. Don't confuse mles-distance with nmiles-tine. W say the city
has nmoved so nmany nmiles when we really nmean that ten times that nunber of
twenty-four hour days have el apsed. So we would gain nothing in real terms by
bei ng north of optinum™"

W had now ridden to the highest point of the pass. Cabl estays had been
erected, and the city was in the process of being winched. The mlitianmen were
much in evidence, standing guard not only around the city itself but also at
both sides of the tracks. W decided not to ride down to the city, but to wait
by the stays until the w nching was conpl et ed.

Denton sai d suddenly: "Have you read Destaine's Directive?"

"No. |'ve heard of it. In the oath."



"That's right. Causewitz has a copy. You ought to read it if you're a
gui I dsman. Destaine laid down the rules for survival in this world, and no
one's ever seen any reason to change them You'd understand the world a little
better, | think."

"Did Destaine understand it?"

"I think so."
It took another hour for the winching to be conpleted. There was no
i ntervention by the tooks, and, in fact, there was no sign of them | saw that

several of the mlitianen were now armed with rifles, presumably taken from
the tooks killed in the | ast engagenent.

When we went inside the city | went straight to the central cal endar
and di scovered that while we had been north three and a half days had el apsed.

There was a brief discussion with Causewitz, then we were taken to see
Navi gat or McMahon. In sone detail, Denton and | described the terrain we had
travel |l ed through, pointing out the major physical features on our map. Denton
outlined our suggestions for a route that the city could take, indicating the
ki nds of feature that might create a problem and alternative routes around
them In fact, the terrain was in general suited to the city. The hills would
mean several deviations fromtrue north, but there were very few steep
inclines, and overall the ground was sonme hundred feet lower at its northern
point than the city's present el evation

"We' |l have two nore surveys imediately," the Navigator said to
Clausewitz. "One five degrees to east, and one five degrees to west. Do you
have nmen avail abl e?"

"Yes, sir."

"Il convene Council today, and we'll set your provisional route for
the tine being. If better terrain appears fromthese two new surveys, we'll
reconsi der later. How soon will you be able to conduct a normal surveying
pattern?"

"As soon as we can release nmen fromMIlitia and Tracks," said
Cl ausewi t z.

"They're priorities. For the nmonent, these surveys will have to suffice.
If the situation eases, re-apply."”
"Yes, sir."

The navi gator took our map and mny video tape, and we left the Navigation
chanbers.

Qutside, | said to Clausewitz: "Sir, 1'd like to volunteer for one of
t he new surveys."

He shook his head. "No. You get three days' |eave, and then you go back
to the Track guild."

"But--"

"Quild rules.”

Cl ausewitz turned away, and he and Denton wal ked towards the Futures
room Technically that area was nmine too, but suddenly | felt excluded. Quite
literally, | had nowhere to go. Wile | had been working outside the city I
had been sleeping in one of the Mlitia dornmitories; now, officially on |eave,
| wasn't even sure where | lived. There were bunks in the Futures' room and
could sleep there for the nonent, but | knew that | should see Victoria as
soon as possible. | had been putting this off; being away fromthe city
conveniently prevented it. | was still wondering how | could deal with the new
situation with her, and the answer to that lay in nmeeting her. | changed ny
cl othes, and had a shower.

Not hi ng nmuch had changed inside the city while |I'd been north, and the
donestic and medi cal adnministrators were wholly preoccupied with | ooking after



t he wounded and reorgani zi ng the sl eepi ng accomodati on. There was | ess sense
of desperation in the faces of the people | saw, and sone efforts had been
made to keep the corridors clear, but even so | realized that this was
probably a bad monment to try to settle a donestic issue.

Victoria was difficult to trace. After enquiring of several of the
donestic administrators I was sent to a makeshift dormitory on the | owest
| evel , but she was not there. | spoke to the woman in charge.

"You' re her ex-husband, aren't you?"

"That's right. Where is she?"

"She doesn't want to see you. She's very busy. She'll contact you
later."

"I want to see her," | said.

"You can't. Now, if you'll excuse ne we're very busy."

She turned her back on ne and continued her work. | glanced around the

crowmded dormitory: off-shift workers slept at one end, and there were severa
wounded |lying in rough beds at the other. Although there were a few people
nmovi ng between the beds, Victoria was not anong them

| wal ked back up to the Futures' room During the tine | had been
| ooking for Victoria | had nmade a decision. There was no point in ny hanging
around the city aimessly; | mght as well go back to work on the tracks. But
first, I had decided to read Cl ausewitz's copy of Destaine's Directive.

The Futures' roomwas enpty but for one guildsman. He introduced hinsel f
to me as Future Bl ayne.

"You're Mann's son, aren't you?"

"Yes."
"dad to see you. Have you been up future yet?"
"Yes," | said. | liked the |Iook of Blayne. He was not ruch ol der than

nmysel f, and he had a fresh, open face. He seened glad to have soneone to talk
to; he was, he said, due to go north on one of the surveys later in the day,
and would be on his own for the next few mles.

"Do we nornmally go north alone?" | said.
"Normal |y, yes. W can work in pairs if Clausewitz gives his approval
but nmost Futures prefer to work alone. | like conpany nmyself, find it a bit

| onely up there. How about you?"
"I"ve only been up future once. That was with Future Denton."
"How did you get on with hin®"
And so we tal ked, ami ably and wi thout the usual guards that seenmed to

show up whenever | had tal ked to other guildsmen. | had unconsciously adopted
this manner nyself, and at first | suppose | might have seermed diffident in
his company. Wthin a few m nutes, though, | found his forthright manner

rel axing, and soon | felt as if we were old friends.

| told himl| had nade a video recording of the sun

"Did you wipe it?"

"What do you nean?"

"Erase it fromthe tape."

"No . . . should I have?"

He | aughed. "You'll have the Navigators down on you if they see it.
You' re not supposed to use the tapes for anything except cross-referenced
i mges of the terrain.”

"WIl they see it?"

"They might. If they're satisfied with the map, they' |l probably check a
few cross-references. They're not likely to go through the whole tape. But if
t hey do . "

"What's wong with it?" | said

"Quild rules. Tape is valuable, and shouldn't be wasted. But don't worry
about it. Wiy did you record the sun, anyway?"

"An idea | had. | wanted to try and analyse it. It's such an interesting
shape. "
He | ooked at ne with new interest.
"What do you nmke of it?" he said.



"l nverse val ues."

"That's right. How did you work it out? Did someone tell you?"

"I renmenbered sonething fromthe creche. A hyperbola."

"Have you thought it through yet? There's nore to it than that. Have you
t hought about the surface area?"

"Future Denton was explaining. He said it was very large."

Bl ayne said: "Not very large . . . _infinitely_large. North of the city
the surface curves up until it is alnpst, but never quite, vertical. South of
the city it becomes al nost but not quite horizontal. The world is spinning on
its axis, and so with an infinite radius it is spinning at infinite speed.”

He delivered this flatly and w thout expression

"You're joking," | said.

"No I'mnot. |I'"'mperfectly serious. Where we are, near optimm the
effects of the spin are the same as they would be on Earth planet. Further
sout h, although the angular velocity is identical, the speed increases. Wen
you were down past, did you feel the centrifugal force?"

"Yes."

"I'f you' d gone any further, you wouldn't be here now to renenber it.
That force is bloody real."

"I was told,"” | said, "that nothing could travel faster than the speed
of light."

"That's true. Nothing does. In theory the world' s circunference is
infinitely long and noves at infinite speed. But there is, or there is
considered to be, a point where matter ceases to exist, and serves as an
ef fective circunference. That point is where the spinning of the world inparts
a velocity on the matter equivalent to the speed of light."

"So it's not infinite."

"Not quite. But bloody big. Look at the sun."

"I have," | said. "Oten."

"That's the same. If it wasn't spinning it would be, literally,
infinitely large."

| said: "Even so, in theory it is that |large. How can there be room for
nore than one object of infinite size?"

"There's an answer to that. You won't like it."

"Try nme."

"Go to the library, and find one of the astronom cal books. It doesn't
matter which. They're all Earth planet books, so they all have the sane
assunptions. If we were now on Earth planet we would be living in a universe
of infinite size, which would be occupied by a nunber of large, but finite,
bodies. Here the inverse is the rule: we live in a large but finite universe,
occupi ed by a nunmber of bodies of infinite size."

"It doesn't nake sense.”

"I know," said Blayne. "I said you wouldn't like it."

"Where are we?"

"No one knows."

"Where is Earth planet?"

"No one knows that either."

| said: "Down past something strange happened. | was with three girls.
As we went south, their bodi es changed. They--"

"Did you see anyone up future?"

"No, we . . . we kept away fromthe vill ages."

"North of optimumthe |ocal people change physically. They becone very
tall and thin. The further north we travel, the nore the physical factors
change. "

"I"ve only been about fifteen mles north."

"Then you probably woul dn't have noticed anything peculiar. Further than
thirty-five miles north of optinum it's very strange."



Later, | said: "Why does the ground nove?"

"I"'mnot sure," said Blayne.

"I's anyone?"

"No. "

"Where is it noving to?"

"More to the point," said Blayne, "where is it noving fronP"

"Do you know?"

"Destaine said that the novenent of the ground was cyclic. Fle says in
his Directive that the ground is actually stationary at the north pole.
Further south, it is nmoving very slowy towards the equator. The nearer it
approaches to the equator the faster it noves, both angul arly, because of the
rotation, and linearly. At the furthest extrene it is nmoving in two directions
at once at infinite speed."

| stared at him "But--"

"Wait . . . it's not finished. The world has a southern part too. If the
worl d was a sphere it would be called a hem sphere, but Destaine adopted it
for conveni ence. In the southern hem sphere, the opposite is true. That is,

t he ground noves fromthe equator towards the south pole, steadily
decel erating. At the south pole it is stationary again."

"You still haven't said where the ground noves from"

"Dest ai ne suggested that north and south poles were identical. In other
wor ds, once any point on the ground reaches the south pole it reappears at the
north pole."

"That's inpossible!"

"Not according to Destaine. He says that the world is shaped like a
solid hyperbola; that is, all limts are infinite. If you can inagine that,
the imts adopt the characteristics of their opposite value. An infinite
negative becones an infinite positive, and vice versa."

"Are you quoting himverbatinP"

"I think so. But you should read the original."

"I intend to," | said.

Before Blayne left the city to go north, we agreed that when the crisis
outside the city was settled we woul d ride together

Al one once nore, | read through the copy of Destaine's Directive that
Bl ayne obtained for me from Cl ausewitz

It consisted of several pages of closely printed text, much of which
woul d have been inconprehensible to me had | read it when | had first ventured
outside the city. Now, with ny own ideas and experiences, and with what Bl ayne
had said, it served only to confirm | saw sone of the sense of the guild
system the experience had laid the way to understandi ng.

There was a | ot of theoretical mathematics, interspersed with profuse
cal cul ations, at which I glanced only briefly. OF nore interest was what
appeared to be a hurried journal, and some sections caught my eye:

W are a long way from Earth. Qur hone planet is one | doubt we shal
ever see again, but if we are to survive here we nmust maintain ourselves as a
m crocosm of Earth. We are in desolation and isolation. Al around us is a
hostile world that daily threatens our survival. As |long as our buil dings
remain, so long shall man survive in this place. Protection and preservation
of our home is paranount.

Later he wote:

| have nmeasured the rate of regression at one tenth of a statute mle in
a period of twenty-three hours and forty-seven m nutes. Although this



southwards drift is slowit is relentless; the establishnent shall therefore
be nmoved at least one mle in every ten day peri od.

Not hi ng nust stand in the way. We have al ready encountered one river,
and it was crossed at great hazard. Doubtless we shall encounter further
obstacles in the days and nil es ahead, and by then we rnust be ready. W nust
concentrate on finding some indigenous materials that can be stored
permanently within the buildings for |ater use as construction materials. A
bri dge should not be too difficult to build if we have enough war ni ng.

Sturner has been forward and warns of a marshy region some miles ahead.
Al ready we have sent other teans to north-east and northwest to determine the
extent of this marsh. If it is not too wide we can deviate fromdue north for
a tine, and nake up the difference later

Following this entry were two pages of the theory Blayne had tried to
explain to me. | read it through twice, and each tinme it made slightly better
sense. | left it and read on. Destaine wote:

Chen has provided the inventory of fissionable materials | requested.
Al of it waste! Wth the translat generator, no nore need! Said nothing to L

| enjoy the argunents with him . . why curtail them now? Future generations
will be warn

Today's outside tenmperature: --23°C. Still we nove north.

Later:

Trouble with one of the caterpillar tracks. T. has advised ne to
aut horize stripping them Says that Sturner reports fromthe north that he has
found what appears to be the remains of a railway |line. Some incredible schene
to run the establishnment along the tracks sonmehow. T. says it would work O K

Later:

Decided to create a guild system Pleasant archaismthat everyone
approves. A way of structuring the organization w thout drastically changi ng
the way the place is run, but | think it mght inpose a formto the
establishment that will survive us all.

Caterpillar-track stripping proceeding well. Has caused a |ong del ay.
Hope we can catch up

Nat asha gave birth today: boy.

Doctor S. gave ne some nore pills. Says |I'mworking too hard, and have
to rest. Later, maybe.

Towards the end of the Directive, a nore didactic tone energed:

What | have witten here shall be privy only to those who venture
outsi de; no need for those inside the establishnment to be rem nded of our
dreadful prospects. W are organi zed enough: we have sufficient mechanica
power and human initiative to maintain us safely in this world for ever nore

Those who follow nust |learn the hard way of what will happen if we fail to
exploit either our power or our initiative, and this know edge will suffice to
keep both working to the maxi mum

Soneone from Earth nust find us one day, God willing. Until then our

maxi mis survival, at any cost.

From now, it has been agreed and is hereby directed:

That the ultimate responsibility lies in the hands of the Council. These
men shall navigate the establishnent, and be known as Navigators. Their
nunber, which shall at no tine fall bel ow twelve, shall be elected fromthe
seni or menbers of the follow ng guilds:

Track Guild: who shall be responsible for the maintenance of the
rail-way al ong which the establishment runs;



Traction GQuild: who shall be responsible for the maintenance of the
noti ve power of the establishnent;

Future @uild: who shall be responsible for surveying the lands that lie
in future tine of our establishment;

Bri dge-Builders Guild: who shall be responsible for safe conduit over
physi cal obstacl es, should no other way be avail abl e.

Further, should it be necessary to create other guilds in the future, no
guild m ght be created except by unani nous vote of the Council.

(signed)
Franci s Dest ai ne

The maj or bulk of the Directive consisted of short entries, dated in a
sequence that ran from 23 February 1987 to 19 August 2023. The final signed
statenment was dated 24 August 2023.

There were two further sheets. One was a codicil, marking the fornmation
of the Barter Guild and the Mlitia Guild. These were undated. The other sheet
was a graph drawn by hand. It showed the hyperbol a produced by the equation
y=1/x and beneath it were some mat hematical signs which | could not
under st and.

Such was Destaine's Directive.

Qutside the city, work on the tracks was proceedi ng well .

When | joined the track-crews, nmost of the rail now behind the city had
been taken up, and already nore crews were relaying themfromthe head of the
pass down the | ong shallow valley towards the woodl and at the bottom The
at nosphere had i nmproved; hel ped, | think, by the successful and undi sturbed
wi nching of the city away fromthe river. Additionally, the gradient for the
next section was in our favour. The cables and stays would have to be used,
because the gradient was not sufficiently steep to overcome the effects of the
centrifugal force that could be felt even here.

It was a strange sensation to stand on the ground by the city, and see
it stretching out in each direction in an overall horizontal way. | knew now
that this apparent |evel ness was no such thing; at optimm which on the vast
scale of this world was not substantially distant, the ground was actually
tilted at a full forty-five degree gradient towards north. WAs this, though
any different fromliving on the surface of a spherical world like Earth
pl anet? | renenbered a book | had read in the creche, a book witten in and
about a place called England. The book was witten for young children, and
described the life of a fanmily who were planning to emgrate to a place called
Australia. The children in the book had believed that where they were goi ng
t hey woul d be upsi de-down, and the author had gone to some pains to describe
how all points on a sphere appeared to be upright because of gravitationa
effects. So it was on this world. | had been both north and south of optinmm
and al ways the ground appeared to be | evel

| enjoyed the I abours on the tracks. It was good once nore to be using
nmy body, and not give myself time to think about the other distractions.

One | oose end remmi ned stubbornly untied: Victoria.

| needed to see her, however distasteful such an interview m ght be, and
| wanted to settle the situation soon. Until | had spoken to her, whatever the
outcome, | would not feel at ease in the city.

I was now settled in ny acceptance of the physical environment of the
city. Very few questions renmained to be answered. | understood how and why the
city was noved, | was aware of the many subtle dangers that lay in wait should
the city ever cease its northwards journey. | knew that the city was
vul nerabl e and, at this very time, in inmmnent danger fromrenewed attacks,
but that | felt would be resol ved soon



But none of these could settle the personal crisis of becom ng alienated
froma girl | had loved in the space of what seened to ne to be a few days.

As a guildsman | discovered | was allowed to attend meetings of the
Council of Navigators. | could not take an active part, but no aspect of the
session was closed to ne as a spectator

| was told that a nmeeting was to be held, and decided to attend it.

The Navigators nmet in a small hall set just behind the nmain Navigation
quarters. It was disarmingly informal; | had anticipated much cerenony and air
of occasion, but the fact was that the neetings were crucial to the efficient
operation of the whole city, and there was a businesslike air as the
Navi gators cane into the chanmber and took their seats round a table.

Two Navigators | knew by name, O sson and MchMahon, were present, and
thirteen others.

The first matter to be discussed was the nilitary situation outside. One
of the Navigators stood up, introduced hinself as Navi gator Thorens, and gave
a succinct report of the current situation

The MIlitia had established that there were still at |east a hundred nen
in the nei ghbourhood of the city, and nost of them were arned. According to
mlitary intelligence, their norale was | ow as many | osses had been suffered;
this contrasted sharply, the Navigator said, with the norale of our troops,
who felt they could contain any further devel opment. They were now in
possessi on of twenty-one rifles captured fromthe tooks, and although there
was not nuch ammunition, sone had been captured and the Traction guild had
devi sed a nethod of manufacturing small quantities.

A second Navigator confirmed that this was so.

The next report was on the condition of the city's structure.

There was consi derabl e di scussi on about how nuch re-buil di ng shoul d be
carried out, and how soon. It was stated that there was consi derabl e pressure
on the donestic adnministrators, and sl eeping-accomodati on was at a prem um
The Navi gators agreed that a new dornmitory block should be given priority.

This discussion led naturally into wi der issues, and these were of great
interest to ne.

As far as | could tell, the opinions of the Navigators present were
di vided. There was one school of thought of the opinion that the previous
"closed city" policy should be re-introduced as soon as possi ble. The others
t hought that this had outlived its purpose, and should be permanently
abandoned.

It seened to nme that this was a crucial issue, one which could radically
alter the social structure of the city . . . and indeed, this was the
undercurrent of the discussion. If the "closed" system were abandoned, it
woul d nean that anyone growing up in the city would learn gradually the truth
of the situation in which the city existed. It would nean a new way of
education, and it would bring subtle changes in the powers of the guilds
t henmsel ves.

In the end, after many calls for votes, and several anmendnents, there
was a show of hands. By a majority of one it was decided not to re-introduce
the "closed city" systemfor the time being.

More revelations followed. It transpired fromthe next itemthat there
were seventeen transferred wonen inside the city, who had been there since
before the first attack by the tooks. There was sone di scussi on about what
shoul d be done with them The neeting was inforned that the wonen had said
they wished to stay inside the city; it was imediately clear that it was
possi bl e that the attacks had been made in an attenpt to free the wonen.

Anot her vote: the wonmen should be allowed to stay within the city for as
| ong as they w shed.

It was al so decided not to re-introduce the down past initiative test
for apprentices. | understood that this has been suspended after the first
attack, and several Navigators were in favour of now bringing it back. The



nmeeting was told that twelve apprentices were known to have been killed down

past, and a further five were still unaccounted for. The suspension remai ned
for the time being.
| was fascinated by what | heard. | hadn't realized before the extent to

whi ch the Navigators were in touch with the practicalities of the system
Not hi ng specific had been said, but there was a general feeling anongst somne
of the guildsmen that the Navigators were a group of agei ng fuddy-duddi es out
of touch with reality. Advanced in years some of themcertainly were, but
their perceptions had not faded. Looking round at the nostly enpty guild
seats, | reflected that perhaps nore guildsnen should attend the Navigators
nmeet i ngs.

There was nmore business to deal with. The report that Denton and | had
made of the terrain to the north was presented by Navi gator McMahon, with the
added information that two further five-degree surveys were presently being
conducted and that the results would be known within a day or two.

The neeting agreed that the city should follow the provisional route
mar ked by Denton and nyself until any better route was devised.

Finally, the subject of the city's traction was raised by Navi gator
Lucan. He said that the Traction guild had come up with a schene for noving
the city slightly faster. Re-gaining ground on optimm would be a major step
towards returning the city to a normal situation, he argued, and there was
agreenent to this.

The proposal, he said, was for the city to be put on to a continuous
traction schedule. This would involve a greater liaison with the Track guild,
and perhaps a greater risk of cables breaking. But he argued that as we were
now short of nuch valuable rail stock after the burning of the bridge, the
city woul d have to nmake shorter hauls. The Traction guild s suggestion was to
mai ntain a shorter length of track actually laid to the north of the city, and
to keep the wi nches runni ng permanently. They woul d be phased out for periodic
overhaul, and as the gradients of future territory were largely in our favour
we could keep the city running at a speed sufficient to bring us back to
optimumw thin twenty or twenty-five niles of elapsed tine:

There were few objections to this schene, although the chairnman called
for a detailed report. Wien the vote was cast the result was nine in favour
si x against. Wen the report was produced, the city would transfer to
conti nuous running as soon as coul d be managed.

| was due to leave the city for a survey nmission to the north. In the
nmorning | had been called away fromnm work on the tracks, and O ausew tz had

given me ny briefing. | would |leave the city the next day, and travel
twenty-five mles to the north of optinum reporting back on the nature of the
terrain and the positions of various settlenments. | was given the choice of
wor ki ng al one or with another Future guildsman. Recalling the new and wel cone
acquai ntanceship with Blayne, | requested that he and I work together, and
this was granted.

| was eager to leave. | felt no obligation to remain on the manual work

of the tracks. Men who had never been outside the city were working well as
teans, and nore progress was made than at any tinme we had enpl oyed | oca
| abour.

The | ast attack by the tooks now seened a | ong way behind us, and noral e
was good. W had made it to the pass in safety, ahead was the | ong sl ope down
t hrough the valley. The weather was fine, and hopes were high

In the evening | returned to the inside of the city. | had decided to
talk over the survey mission with Blayne, and spend the night in the Futures
quarters. W would be ready to |leave at first light.



Wal ki ng through the corridors, | saw Victoria

She was working alone in a tiny office, checking through a |arge batch
of papers. | went inside, and closed the door

"Ch, it's you," she said.

"You don't mind?"

"I'"'mvery busy."

"So am|."
"Then | eave ne al one, and get on with whatever it is."
"No," | said. "I want to talk to you."

"Sone other time."

"You can't avoid nme for ever."

"I don't have to talk to you now," she said.

| grabbed at her pen, knocking it from her hand. Papers fell on the
floor, and she gasped.

"\What happened, Victoria? Wiy didn't you wait for ne?"

She stared down at the scattered papers, and nade no answer.

"Cone on . . . answer ne."

"It's along tine ago. Does it still matter to you?"

"Yes."

She was | ooking at me now, and | stared back at her. She had changed a
| ot, seened ol der. She was nore assured, nore her own wonan . . . but | could

recogni ze the fanmiliar way she held her head, the way her hands were cl enched:
half a fist, two fingers erect and interfol ded.

"Helward, |I'msorry if you were hurt, but |'ve been through a |lot too.
WII that do?"

"You know it won't. What about all the things we tal ked about ?"

"Such as?"

"The private things, the intinacies."

"Your oath is safe . . . you needn't worry about that."

"I wasn't even thinking of it," | said. "What about the other things,

about you and nme?"
"The whi spered exchanges in bed?"
| winced. "Yes."
"They were a long tine ago." Perhaps mnmy reaction showed, for suddenly

her manner softened. "lI'msorry, | didn't nean to be callous."
"O K. Say what you like."
"No . . . it's just that, | wasn't expecting to see you. You were gone

so |l ong! You could have been dead, and no one would tell ne anything."
"Who did you ask?"
"Your boss. Causewitz. Al he'd say was that you'd left the city."
"But | told you where | was going. | said | had to go south of the

city."
"And you said you'd be back in a fewniles' tine."
"I know," | said. "I was wong."
"What happened?"
"I . . . was delayed." | couldn't even begin to explain.
"That's all. You were del ayed?"

"It was a lot further than | thought."

Ai M essly, she began shuffling the papers, naking theminto a senbl ance
of atidy pile. But she was just working her hands; |'d broken through

"You never saw David, did you?"

"David? |Is that what you called hinP"

"He was--" She | ooked up at ne again, and her eyes were briming with
tears. "I had to put himin the créche, there was so much work to do. | saw
himevery day, and then the first attack came. | had to be on a fire point,

and couldn't-- Later we went down to the--"

| closed nmy eyes, turned away. She put her face in her hands, started to
cry. | leant against the wall, resting ny face against ny forearm A few
seconds later | started to cry too.

A woman care through the door quickly, saw what was hap' pening. She



cl osed the door again. This time | leant nmy weight against it to prevent
further interruptions.

Later, Victoria said: "I thought you would never cone back. There was a
ot of confusion in the city, but |I managed to find someone from your guild.
He said that a lot of apprentices had been killed when they were in the south.
| told himhow | ong you had been gone. He wouldn't comrit himself. Al | knew
was how | ong you'd been gone and when you said you'd be back. It was nearly
two years, Helward."

"I was warned," | said. "But | didn't believe it."

"Why not ?"

"I had to wal k a distance of about eighty niles, there and back. |
thought | could do it in a few days. No one in the guild told nme why |
couldn't."

"But they knew?"

"Undoubt edl y. "

"They could have at |east waited until we'd had the child."

"I had to go when | was told. It was part of the guild training."

Victoria was now nore conposed than before; the enotional reaction had
conpl etely destroyed the antipathy that was there, and we were able to talk
nmore rationally. She picked up the fallen papers, arranged theminto a pile,
then put themaway into a drawer. There was a chair by the opposite wall, and
| sat on it.

"You know the guild systemis going to have to change,"” she said.

"Not drastically."

"It's going to break down conpletely. It has to. In effect it's happened

al ready. Anyone can go outside the city now The Navigators will cling to the
old systemfor as long as they can, because they're living in the past, but--"
"They're not as hidebound as you think," | said.
"They'll try to bring back the secrecy and the suppression as soon as
t hey can."
"You're wong," | said flatly. "I know you're wong."
"Al'l right . . . but certain things will have to change. There's no one

in the city now who doesn't know the danger we're in. W' ve been cheating and
stealing our way across this land, and it's that which has created the danger
It's time for it to stop.”

"Victoria, you don't--"

"You only have to | ook at the damage! There were thirty-nine children
killed! God knows how much destruction. Do you think we can survive if the
peopl e outside keep on attacki ng us?"

"It's quieter now. It's under control."

She shook her head. "I don't care what the current situation |ooks |ike.
' mthinking about the long term Al our troubles are ultimately created by
the city being nmoved. That one condition produces the danger. W npbve acro0ss
ot her people's land, we bargain for manpower to nove the city, we take wonen

into the city to have sex with nmen they hardly know. . . and all in order to
keep the city noving."

"The city can never stop," | said.

"You see . . . already you are a part of the guild system Al ways this

flat statement, without looking at it in a wider light. The city nust nove,
the city nust nove. Don't accept it as an absolute."

"It is an absolute. | know what woul d happen if it stopped.

"Vl | 2"

"The city woul d be destroyed, and everyone woul d be kill ed.

"You can't prove that."

"No . . . but I knowit would be so."

"I think you're wong," said Victoria. "And I'"mnot al one. Even in the
| ast few days |'ve heard it said by others. People can think for thensel ves.
They' ve been outside, seen what it's like. There's no danger apart fromthe



danger we create for ourselves."

| said: "Look, this isn't our conflict. | wanted to see you to talk
about us."

"But it's all the sane. Wat happened to us is inplicitly bound up in
the ways of the city. If you hadn't been a guildsman, we mght still be living
t oget her . "

"I's there any chance . . . ?"

"Do you want it?"

"I"mnot sure,"” | said.

"It's inpossible. For me, at least. |I couldn't reconcile what | believe

wi th accepting your way of life. We've tried it, and it separated us. Anyway,
I"'mliving with--"

"I know. "

She | ooked at me, and | felt at second hand the alienation she had
experi enced.

"Don't you have any beliefs, Helward?" she said.

"Only that the guild system for all its inperfections, is sound."

"And you want us to live together again, living out two separate
beliefs. It couldn't work."

W had both changed a lot; she was right. It was no good specul ati ng
about what m ght have been in other circunstances. There was no way of naking
a personal relationship distinct fromthe overall scheme of the city.

Even so, | tried again, attenpting to explain the apparent suddenness of
what had happened, attenpting to find a fornula that coul d sonmehow revive the
early feelings we had had for each other. To be fair, Victoria responded in
kind, but I think we had both arrived at the sanme conclusi on by our separate
routes. | felt better for seeing her, and when | left her and went on towards
the Futures' quarters | was aware that we had succeeded in resolving the worst
of the remaining issue.

The foll owi ng day, when | rode north with Blayne to start the future
survey, marked the beginning of a |ong period which produced for the city a
state of both regai ned security and radical change.

| saw this process devel op gradually, for nmy own sense of actua
city-tinme was distorted by my journeys to the north. | |learnt by experience
that at a distance roughly twenty mles to the north of optinmum a day spent
was equivalent to an hour of elapsed tinme in the city. As far as possible,
kept in touch with what happened in the city by attendi ng as many Navi gators
nmeetings as | coul d.

The placidity of the city's existence that | had experienced when |
first left to work outside returned nore quickly than nost peopl e had
expect ed.

There were no nore attacks by the tooks, although one of the militianen,
engaged in an intelligence mission, was captured and killed. Soon after this,
the | eaders of the MIlitia announced that the tooks were dispersing, and
heading for their settlenents in the south.

Al though mlitary vigilance was maintained for a long tinme-- and never
in fact wholly abandoned--gradually men fromthe MIlitia were freed to work on
ot her projects.

As | had learnt at that first Navigators' neeting, the method of hauling
the city was changed. After several initial difficulties, the city was
successfully launched into a system of continuous traction, using a
conplicated arrangenent of alternating cables and phased track-Iaying. One

tenth of a mle in a twenty-four hour period was not, after all, a
consi derabl e di stance to nmove, and within a short time the city had reached
opti mum

It was discovered that this actually gave the city greater freedom of



nmoverent. It was possible, for instance, to take quite considerabl e detours
froma bearing of true north if a sufficiently | arge obstacle were to appear

In fact the terrain was good. As our surveys showed, the overal
el evation of the terrain was falling, and there were nore gradients in our
favour than were agai nst us.

There were nore rivers in this region than the Navigators woul d have
liked, and the Bridge-Builders were kept busy. But with the city at optinum
and with its greater capacity for speed relative to the nmovenent of the
ground, there was nore time avail able for decision-making, and nore tinme in
which to build a safe bridge

Wth some hesitation at first, the barter systemwas reintroduced.

There was the benefit of hindsight in the city's favour, and barter
negoti ati ons were conducted nore scrupul ously than before. The city paid nore
generously for manpower--which was still needed--and tried for a long tine to
avoid the necessity of bartering for transferred wonen.

Through a |l ong series of Navigators' neetings | followed the debate on
this subject. Wt still had the seventeen transferred wonmen inside the city who
had been with us since before the first attack, and they had expressed no
desire to return. But the predom nance of nmale births continued, and there was
a strong |l obby for the return of the transfer system No one knew why there
shoul d be such an inbalance in the distribution of the sexes, but it was
undoubtedly so. Further, three of the transferred wonen had given birth within
the last few nmiles, and each of these babies had been male. It was suggested
that the | onger wonmen fromoutside rermained in the city, the nore chance there
was that they too would produce nmale children. Again, no one understood why
this shoul d be so.

At the last count, there were now a total of seventy-six nale and
fourteen femal e children bel ow the age of one hundred and fifty mles.

As the percentage continued to nmount the | obby strengthened, and soon
the Barter guild was authorized to commence negoti ati ons.

It was actually this decision which enphasized the changes in the
society of the city which were taking place.

The "open city" system had remai ned, and non-guildsmen were allowed to
attend Navigators' neetings as spectators. Wthin a few hours of the
announcement about the barter for wonen being renewed, everyone in the city
knew, and there were nany voices raised in protest. Neverthel ess, the decision
was i npl enent ed.

Al t hough hired | abour was again being used, it was to a far |esser
extent than before, and there was always a consi derabl e nunber of people from
the city working on the tracks and cables. There was not nuch that wasn't
known about the city's operations.

But general education about the real nature of the world on which we
lived was poor.

During one debate, | heard the word "Term nator"” used for the first
time. It was explained that the Terminators were a group of people who
actively opposed the conti nued novenent of the city, and were committed to
halting it. As far as was known, the Ternminators were not mlitant and woul d
take no direct action, but they were gaining a considerabl e anmount of support
within the city.

It was decided that a programre of re-education should begin, to
dramatize the necessity of moving the city northwards.

At the next meeting there was a violent disruption

A group of people burst into the chanmber during the session, and tried
to take the chair.

| was not surprised to see that Victoria was anong them

After a noisy argument, the Navigators summoned the assistance of the
Mlitia and the meeting was cl osed.

Thi s disruption, perversely, had the effect desired by the Term nator
nmoverrent . The Navi gators' neetings were once again closed to general session
The di chotony in the opinions of the ordinary people of the city wi dened. The



Term nators had a consi derabl e amount of support, but no real authority.

A few incidents foll owed. A cable was found cut in nysterious
ci rcunmst ances, and one of the Terminators tried one day to speak to the hired
| abour in an attenpt to get themto return to their villages . . . but by and
| arge the Term nator novement was no nore than a thorn in the side of the
Navi gat or s.

Re- education went well. A series of lectures was nounted, attenpting to
explain the peculiar dangers of this world, and they were well attended. The
design of the hyperbola was adopted as the city's notif, and it was worn as an
ornanent on the guildsmen's cloaks, stitched inside the circle on their
breasts.

I don't know how much of this was understood by the ordinary peopl e of
the city; | overheard sonme discussion of it, but the influence of the
Term nat ors perhaps weakened its credibility. For too |long the people of the
city had been allowed by onission to assune that the city existed on a world
like Earth planet, if not Earth planet itself. Perhaps the real situation was
one too outrageous to be given credence: they would listen to what they were
told, and perhaps understand it, but | think the Ternmi nators held a greater
enoti onal appeal

In spite of everything, the city continued to nove slowy northwards.
Sonetimes | would take tine off fromother matters, and try to viewit in ny
mnd' s eye as a tiny speck of matter on an alien world; | would see it as an
obj ect of one universe trying to survive in another; as a city full of people,
hol ding on to the side of a forty-five degree slope, pulling its way against a
tide of ground on a few thin strands of cable.

Wth the return to a nore stable environment for the city, the task of
future surveyi ng became nore routine.

For our purposes the ground to the north of the city was divided into a
series of segments, radiating fromoptinmmat five degree intervals. Under
normal circunmstances the city would not seek a route that was nore than
fifteen degrees away fromdue north, but the city's extra capability to
deviate did allow considerable flexibility fromthis for short periods.

Qur procedure was sinple. Surveyors would ride north fromthe
city--either alone or, if they chose, in pairs--and conduct a conprehensive
survey of the segnent allotted to them There was plenty of time available to
us.

On many occasions | would find nyself seduced by the feeling of freedom
in the north, and it was one which Blayne once told me was conmon to nost
Futures. Were was the urgency to return if a day spent lazily on the bank of
ariver wasted only a few mnutes of the city's tine?

There was a price to pay for the tinme spent in the north, and it was one
that did not seemreal to me until | sawits effects for nyself. A day spent
idling in the north was a day in nmy life. In fifty days | aged the equival ent
of five mles inthe city, but the city people had aged only four days. It did
not matter at first: our return visits to the city were so conparatively
frequent that | saw and felt no difference. But in time, the people | had
known--Victoria, Jase, Ml chuskin--seenmed not to have aged at all, and
catching a sight of nyself in a mrror one day | saw the effect of the
differential.

| did not want to settle down permanently with another girl; Victoria's
notion that the ways of the city would disrupt any rel ationship took greater
meani ng every tine | considered it.

The first of the transferred wonen were conming to the city, and as an
unmarried man | was told that | was eligible to nate with one of them



temporarily. At first |I resisted the idea because, to be frank, the idea
repelled nme. It seemed to ne that even a purely physical affair should have
some conpl enent in shared enotional feelings, but the manner in which the

sel ection of the partners was arranged was as subtle as it could be under the
ci rcunmst ances. \Wenever | was in the city | and other eligible nen were
encouraged to mx socially with the girls in a recreati on-room set aside for
this purpose. It was enbarrassing and humiliating at first, but | grew used to
t hese occasions and eventual |y ny inhibitions waned.

Intime, | formed a mutual liking with a girl named Dorita, and soon she
and | were allocated a cabin we could share. W did not have nuch in conmon,
but her attenpts to speak English were delightful, and she seemed to enjoy ny
conpany. Soon she was pregnant, and between ny surveying m ssions | watched
her pregnancy proceed.

Slowy, so unbelievably slowy.

| began to grow increasingly frustrated with the apparently sl uggish
progress of the city. By nmy own subjective tine scale, a hundred and fifty,
perhaps two hundred miles had el apsed since | had become a Future guil dsnman,
and yet the city was still in sight of those hills we had been passing through
at the time of the attacks.

| applied to transfer tenporarily to another guild; much as | enjoyed
the leisured life in the future | felt that time was passing nme by.

For a fewmles | worked with the Traction guild, and it was during this
period that Dorita gave birth. She produced twins: a boy and a girl. Mich
celebration. . . but | found that the city life discontented ne in another
way. | had been working with Jase, someone who had once been several nmiles
ol der than me. Now he was clearly younger than ne, and we had little in
conmon.

Shortly after she had given birth, Dorita left the city and | returned
to my own guild.

Li ke the Future guildsnen | had seen as an apprentice, | was beconing a
msfit inthe city. | enjoyed my own conpany, relished those stolen hours in
the north, was unconfortable when in the city. | had devel oped an interest in
drawi ng, but told al nbst no one about it. | did my guild work as quickly and
efficiently as possible, then rode off alone through the future countryside,
sketching what | saw, trying to find in line draw ngs some expression of a
terrain where time could alnost stand still.

| watched the city froma distance, seeing it as alien as it was; not of
this world, no I onger even of ne. Mle by mle it hauled itself forward, never
finding, nor even seeking, a final resting place.

PART FOUR
1

She waited in the doorway of the church while the discussion continued
on the far side of the square. Behind her, in the tenporary workshop, the
priest and two assistants were working patiently on the job of restoring the
pl aster image of the Virgin Mary. It was cool in the church, and in spite of
the part of the roof that had caved in, it was clean and restful. She knew she
shoul dn't be here, but sonme instinct had sent her inside when the two nen had
arrived.

She watched them now, talking earnestly to Luiz Carval ho, the
sel f-appoi nted | eader of the village, and a handful of other men. In other
times, perhaps the priest would have assuned responsibility for the community,
but Father dos Santos was, |ike herself, a newconer to the vill age.

The nmen had ridden into the village along the dried-up bed of the
stream and now their horses grazed while the discussion continued. She was



too far away to hear the actual words, but it seened that sone deal was being
struck. The nmen fromthe village tal ked volubly, feigning no interest, but she
knew that if their attention had not been caught they would not still be

t al ki ng.

It was the horsenen who held her interest. That they were not from any
of the near-by villages was self-evident. In contrast with the vill agers,

t heir appearance was striking: each wore a black cape, well-fitting trousers,
and | eat her boots. Their horses were saddl ed and apparently grooned, and

al t hough each of the horses was bearing | arge saddl e-bags well |oaded wth
equi prent they stood w thout apparent fatigue. None of the horses she had seen
locally was in anything |ike such good condition

Her curiosity began to override her instinct, and she stepped forward to
learn for herself what was going on. As she did so, the negotiations appeared
to be conmpleted, for the village nen turned away and the other two returned to
their horses.

They nounted i mredi ately, and headed back the way they had come. She
stood and wat ched them debating whether or not to go after them

When they were out of sight anmongst the trees that grew al ongside the
stream she hurried out of the square, ran between two of the houses and
scranbled up the rise of ground behind. After a few nonments she saw the nen
energing fromthe trees. They rode a short distance further, then drew up the
reins, and halted.

They conferred for about five m nutes, several tines |ooking back in the
general direction of the village.

She kept out of sight, standing in the dense scrub that grew all over
the hill. Suddenly, one of the men raised his hand to the other, and swung his
horse round. He set off at a gallop in the direction of sone distant hills;
the other man turned his horse in the oppGCsite direction and wal ked it at a
| ei sured pace.

She returned to the village, and found Luiz.

"What did they want?" she said.

"They need men for sone work."

"Did you agree to this?"

He | ooked evasive. "They're com ng back tonorrow "

"Are they going to pay?"

"Wth food. Look."

He held out a handful of bread, and she took it fromhim It was brown
and fresh, snmelt good.

"Where did they get this?"

Lui z shrugged. "And they have special food."

"Did they give you any of that?"

"No. "

She frowned, wondering again who the nen m ght be.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Only this." He showed her a small bag, and she opened it. Inside was a
coarse white powder, and she sniffed at it.

"They said it would make fruit grow "

"They have more of this?"

"As much as we need."

She put the bag down, and went back to the church workshop. After a word
wi th Father dos Santos she wal ked quickly to the stables, and saddl ed up her
own horse

She rode out of the village by way of the dried-up stream and foll owed
in the direction of the second man.

Beyond the village was a wi de area of scrubland, dotted with trees. She
soon saw the man sone di stance ahead of her, heading towards a | arger patch of



woodl and. On the far side of this, she already knew, a river flowed. Beyond
that were some low hills.

She kept her distance fromthe nman, not wishing to be seen until she
found out where he was headi ng.

When he entered the woods she | ost sight of him and she di snounted. She
led the horse by its reins, keeping a wary eye open for any sign of him Soon
she coul d hear the sound of the river; shallow at this season, its bed
littered with pebbles.

She saw his horse first, tethered to a tree. She tied up her own horse,
and wal ked on alone. It was warmand still under the trees, and she felt dusty
fromthe ride. She wondered again what had pronpted her to follow this nan,
when reason warned of any number of potential risks. But the presence of the
two nmen in the village had been unthreateni ng enough, their notives peaceabl e
i f mysterious.

She noved nore cautiously as she approached the edge of the wood. Here
she halted, |ooking down the shallow bank towards the water

The man was there, and she |ooked at himw th interest.

He had discarded his cloak, and it lay with his boots beside a small
pil e of equi pnent. He had waded down into the river, and was clearly relishing
t he cool sensation. Conpletely oblivious of her presence, he kicked his feet
in the water, sending up showers of glittering spray. In a nonent, he bent
down, scooped up sonme water in his hands and splashed it over his face and
neck.

He turned, waded out of the water and went over to the equipnment. From a
bl ack | eather case he took a small video canmera, then suspended the case by
its strap over his shoulder, and connected it to the camera with a short,
pl astic-coated | ead. This done, he adjusted a small ferruled knob on the side.

He put down the canmera for a nmoment, and unfurled a | ong paper roll
wound like a scroll. He laid this on the ground, |ooked at it thoughtfully for
a few seconds, then picked up the canera and returned to the water's edge.

Del i berately, he pointed the camera upstream for a second or two, then
| owered the camera and turned. He pointed it at the opposite bank, then
startling her, he pointed it in her direction. She ducked down out of sight,
and by his lack of reaction she guessed he had not seen her. Wen she next
| ooked, he was pointing the canera downstream

He returned to the length of paper, and with great care inscribed a few
synbol s.

Still rmoving deliberately, he put the camera back in its case, rolled up
t he paper and stowed it with the rest of the equipnent.

He stretched el aborately, then scratched the back of his head.
Listlessly, he returned to the water's edge, sat down, and dangled his feet in
the water. In a nmonment, he sighed and | ay back, his eyes cl osed.

She regarded himclosely. He certainly | ooked harm ess enough. He was a
big, well-nuscled man, and his face and arns were deeply tanned. H's hair was
| ong and shaggy: a great mane of |ight auburn hair. He wore a beard. She
estimated his age sonewhere in the mddle thirties. In spite of the beard he
had a cl ean-cut, youthful face, grinning at the sinple animal bliss of cold
wet feet on a hot dry day.

Flies hovered around his face, and fromtinme to time he would sw pe at
them | azily.

After a few nore noments of hesitation she started forward, and
hal f - wal ked, hal f-ski dded down the bank, pushing a m nor aval anche of soi
before her.

The man's reaction was i medi ate. He sat up, |ooked round sharply, and
scranbled to his feet. In so doing he turned awkwardly, and slipped down on
his stomach, his feet thrashing in the water

She started to | augh.

He recovered his foothold, and dived for his equipment. A few seconds
later he had a rifle in his hands.

She stopped laughing . . . but he did not raise the rifle.



I nstead, he said sonething in Spanish so bad that she coul d not
understand it.

She spoke only a little Spanish herself, so instead she said in the
| anguage of the villagers: "I didn't nean to |augh

He shook his head, then | ooked at her carefully. She spread her hands to
prove that she carried no kind of weapon, and gave hi m what she hoped was a
reassuring smle. He seened satisfied that she presented no threat to him and
put down the rifle.

Agai n, he said sonmething in atrocious Spanish, then nmuttered sonethi ng
in English.

"You speak English?" she said.

"Yes. Do you?"

"Li ke a native.'

She | aughed again, and said: "Do you mind if | join
you?"

She nodded towards the river, but he continued to stare dunbly at her
She slipped off her shoes, and wal ked down to the bank. She waded in, hitching
up her skirt. The water was freezing cold; it made her toes curl wth pain,
but the sensation was delightful. In a monment, she sat on the ground, keeping
her feet in the water.

He cane and sat beside her

"Sorry about the gun. You startled ne."

"I"'msorry too," she said. "But you | ooked so blissful."

"It's the best thing to do on a day like this."

Toget her they stared down at the water flow ng over their feet. Beneath
the rippling surface, the white flesh appeared to distort like a flane
flickering in a draught.

"What's your nane?" she said.

"Hel ward. "

"Hel ward." She tried the sound of the word. "Is that a surnanme?"

"No. My full nane is Helward Mann. \Wat's yours?"

"Elizabeth. Elizabeth Khan. | don't |ike being called Elizabeth."

"I"'msorry."

She gl anced at him He | ooked very serious.

She was a little confused by his accent. She had realized he was not a
native of this region, and he spoke English naturally and without effort, but
he had a strange way of pronouncing his vowels.

"Where do you cone fron?" she said.

"Round here." He stood up suddenly. "I'd better water the aninal."

He stunbl ed again as he clinbed the bank, but this time Elizabeth did
not |augh. He wal ked straight into the trees, did not pick up his equipnent.
The rifle was still there. He | ooked over his shoulder at her once, and she
turned away.

When he returned he was | eading both horses. She got up, and |led her own
down to the water.

St andi ng between the horses, Elizabeth stroked the neck of Helward's.

"She's beautiful," she said. "lIs she yours?"

"Not really. | just ride her nore often than any of the others.”

"What do you call her?"

"I . . . haven't given her a nane. Should I?"

"Only if you want to. Mne hasn't got a nane either."

"I enjoy riding," Helward said suddenly. "It's the best part of ny

wor k. "
"That and paddling in rivers. Wat do you do?"
"I'ma . . . | nean, it hasn't really got a |abel. Wat about you?"
"I"'ma nurse. Oficially, that is. | do lots of things."

"We have nurses," he said. "Inthe . . . where | cone from"
She | ooked at himwith new interest. "Were's that?"
"Acity. In the south."

"What's it call ed?”

"Earth. Although nost of the tine we just call it the city."



El i zabeth sm |l ed uncertainly, not sure she had heard correctly. "Tell ne
about it."

He shook his head. The horses had finished drinking, and were nuzzling
each ot her.

"I think I'd better be on ny way," he said.

He wal ked qui ckly towards his equi pnent, scooped it up, and stuffed it
hurriedly in the saddl e-bags. Elizabeth watched curiously. Wen he had
finished he took the rein, turned the horse round and | ed her up the bank. At
the fringe of the trees he | ooked back

"I"'msorry. You nmust think me very rude. It's just. . . you're not |ike
the others.”

"The ot hers?"

"The people round here."

"I's that so bad?"

"No." He | ooked around the river-side as if seeking some further excuse
to stay with her. Abruptly, he seemed to change his nmind about |eaving. He
tethered the horse to the nearest tree. "Can | ask you sonet hi ng?"

"Of course.”

"I wonder . . . do you think I could draw you?"

"Draw nme?"

"Yes . . . just a sketch. I'mnot very good, | haven't been doing it

very long. Wiile I"'mup here | spend a lot of time drawing what | see.”

"Was that what you were doing when | net you?"

"No. That was just a map. | nean proper draw ngs."

"O K. Do you want ne to pose for you?"

He funbled in his saddl e-bag, then brought out a wad of paper of
assorted sizes. He flicked through them nervously, and she saw that there were
[ i ne-drawi ngs on them

"Just stand there," he said. "No . . . by your horse."
He sat down on the edge of the bank, bal ancing the papers on his knees.
She watched him still disconcerted by this sudden devel opnent, and felt a

growi ng sel f-consciousness that was generally alien to her personality. He
stared over the paper at her.

She stood by the horse, her armrunning underneath its neck so that she
could pat the other side, and the horse responded by pressing its nose agai nst
her .

"You' re standing wong," he said. "Turn towards nme nore."

The sel f-consci ousness grew, and she realized she was standing in an
unnatural, awkward position

He worked away, slipping through one sheet of paper after the next, and
she began to relax nore. She decided to pay no attention to him and petted
the horse again. After a while he asked her to sit in the saddle, but she was
growi ng tired.

"Can | see what you've done?"

"I never show this to anyone."

"Pl ease, Helward. |'ve never been drawn before."”

He sifted through the papers, and selected two or three. "I don't know
what you'll think."

She took them from him

"God, am | as skinny as that?" she said, wthout thinking.

He tried to take them away fromher. "G ve them back."

She turned away fromhim and flicked through the others. It was
possible to see that they were of her, but his sense of proportion was.
unusual . Both she and the horse were drawn too tall and thin. The effect was
not unpl easi ng, but rather weird.

"Please . . . I'd like them back."

She gave themto him and he put themat the bottom of the pile.
Abruptly he turned his back on her, and wal ked towards his horse.

"Have | of fended you?" she said.

"I't's OK | knew | shouldn't have shown themto you."



"I think they're excellent. It's just . . . it's a bit of a shock to see
yoursel f through soneone else's eyes. | told you | had never been drawn.”

"You're difficult to draw "

"Could I see sone of your others?"

"You woul dn't be interested."

"Look, I"'mnot just trying to snooth your ruffled feathers. | really am
interested.”

"OK™"

He gave her the whole pile, and continued on his way towards his horse.
Whi |l e she sat down again and began to go through the draw ngs, she was aware
of himin the background pretending to adjust the horse's harness, but in fact
trying to anticipate her response.

There were a variety of subjects. There were several of his horse:
grazing, standing, throwing its head back. These were anazingly naturalistic;
with a few |lines he had caught the very essence of the animal, proud yet
docile, tamed yet still its own master. Curiously, the proportions were
exactly right. There were several drawings of a man. . . self-portraits, or
the man she had seen himwith earlier? He was drawn in his cloak, w thout his
cl oak, standing by a horse, using the video camera she had seen earlier
Agai n, the proportions were al npst exactly right.

There were a few sketches of scenery: trees, a river, a curious
structure being dragged by ropes, a distant range of hills. He wasn't as adept
with views; sonetinmes his proportions were good, at other tinmes there was a
di sturbing distortion that she could not quite identify. Something wong with
t he perspective? She couldn't tell, not having a sufficient artistic
vocabul ary.

At the bottom of the pile she found the drawi ngs he had made of her. The
first few were not very good, clearly his first attenpts. The three he had
shown her were by far the best, but there was still this elongation of her and
the horse that puzzled her

"Well?" he said.

"I--" She couldn't find the right words. "I think they're good. Very
unusual . You've got an excellent eye."

"You're a difficult subject.”

"I particularly like this one." She searched through the pile, found one
of the horse with its mane flying wild. "It's so lifelike."

He grinned then. "That's ny own favourite."

She gl anced agai n t hrough the draw ngs. There was sonet hi ng about them
she hadn't understood . . . there, in one of the drawi ngs of the man. High in
t he background, a weird, fourpointed shape. There was one in each of the
sket ches he had done of her

"What's this?" she said, pointing to it

"The sun."

She frowned a little, but decided not to pursue it. She felt she had
done enough danmage to his artistic ego for the nmoment.

She sel ected what she thought was the best of the three.

"Could I have this one?"

"I thought you didn't like it."

"I do. I think it's marvellous."

He | ooked at her carefully, as if trying to divine whether she was being
truthful, then took the pile from her again.

"Wuld you like this one too?"

He handed her the one of the horse.

"l couldn't. Not that one."

"I"d li ke you to have it,"
seen it.

"I--thank you."

He pl aced the papers carefully into the saddl e-bag, and buckl ed the

he said. "You're the first person to have

cover.
"Did you say your name was Elizabeth?"



"I prefer to be called Liz."

He nodded gravely. "Goodbye, Liz."

"Are you goi ng?"

He didn't answer, but untethered the horse and swung into the saddle. He
rode down the bank, splashed through the shallow water of the river, and
spurred his horse on up the opposite bank. In a few seconds he was lost to
sight in the trees beyond.

Back at the village Elizabeth found she had no appetite for nore work.
She was still waiting for a consignment of proper nedical supplies, and a
doctor had been promi sed for nmore than a nonth. She had done what she could to
see that the villagers were getting a balanced diet--but food supplies were
limted--and she had been able to deal with the nore obvious ail nments such as
sores, rashes, and so forth. Last week she had hel ped deliver a baby for one
of the wonen, and it wasn't until this that she had felt she was doi ng any
good at all.

Now, with the strange encounter by the river still fresh in her mnd
she decided to return to headquarters early.

She found Luiz before she left.

"I'f those nen come back," she said, "try to find out what it is they
want. 1'll be back in the nmorning. If they come before | arrive, try to keep
them here. Find out where they're from"

It was nearly seven nmiles to the headquarters, and it was eveni ng when
she arrived. The place was al nost deserted: nmany of the field operatives
stayed out for several nights on end. Tony Chappell was there, though, and he
i ntercepted her as she headed for her room

"Are you free this evening, Liz? | thought we mght--"

"I"'mvery tired. | thought 1'd have an early night."
When she had first arrived, Elizabeth had felt the first stirrings of
attraction towards Chappell, and made the nistake of showi ng them There were

only a few wonmen at the station, and he had responded with great eagerness.
Since then he had hardly |l eft her alone, and although she now found himvery
dull and self-centred she hadn't yet discovered a polite way of cooling his
unwel conme ardour.

He tried to persuade her to do whatever it was he wanted, but after a
few m nutes she managed to escape to her room

She dumped her bag on the bed, undressed, and took a | ong shower.

Later, she went to find something to eat and, inevitably, Tony joined
her .

During the neal, she remenbered she'd been neaning to ask hi m sonet hi ng.

"Do you know any towns around here, called Earth?"

"Earth? Li ke the planet?"

"That's what it sounded like. | mght have m sheard."

"I don't know any. Wereabouts?"

"Sonmewhere round here. Not far."

He shook his head. "Urf? O Mrth?" He |aughed |oudly, and dropped his
fork. "Are you sure?"

"No . . . not really. | think |I nust have got it wong."

In his own ininitable way, Tony continued to make bad puns until once
agai n she found an excuse to get away.

There was a large map of the region in one of the offices, but she
couldn't see anything that m ght be where Helward said he lived. He had
described it as a city lying in the south, but there was no | arge settl ement
for nearly sixty mles.

She was genui nel y exhausted, and returned to her room

She undressed, and took the two sketches Helward had given her and taped
themto the wall by the bed. The one he had drawn of her was so strange.



She | ooked at it nore closely. The paper it was drawn on was evidently
quite old, for its edges were yell owed. Looking at the edges, she realized
that the top and bottomwere slightly burred where they had been torn, but the
line was quite straight.

Experinmental ly, she ran the tip of her finger along it. The sensation
was a quite regular vibration: the paper had been perforated. . . .

Careful not to damage the draw ng, she separated the tape fromthe wall,
and took the sketch down.

On the back she discovered that a col um of nunbers had been printed
down one side. One or two of them were asterisked.

Printed in pale blue ink along the side were the words: IBM Miltifold
(T™M

She taped the sketch back on the wall . . . and stared at it
unconpr ehendingly for a long tine.

In the norning Elizabeth put in another teleprinted request for a
doctor, then set off for the village.

The daytine heat was flooding the village when she arrived, and al ready
the listless nmood of lethargy that had so infuriated her at first had set in.
She sought out Luiz, who was sitting in the shadow of the church with two
ot her nmen.

"Well . . . have they been back?"

"Not today, Menina Khan."

"When did they say they'd come agai n?"

He shrugged idly. "Sometine. Today, tonorrow. "

"Have you tried that--?"

She stopped, irritated with herself. She had neant to take the purported
fertilizer to headquarters to have it anal ysed, and in her preoccupation had
forgotten it.

"Let me know if they cone."

She went to see Maria and her new baby, but her mind was not fully on
her work. Later she supervised a nmeal, which was served to all coners, then
tal ked to Father dos Santos in the workshop. Al this time she was aware that
she had one ear cocked for any sounds of horses.

No | onger trying to make any excuse for herself, she went down to the
stabl e and saddl ed up the horse. She rode away fromthe village, towards the
river.

She was trying not to dwell on her own thoughts, trying not to exani ne
her own notives, but it was inevitable. The last twenty-four hours had been
nmonentous in their own way. She had come out here to work in the field because
of a feeling that her life at home was wasted, only to find a new kind of
frustration here. In spite of intents and appearances, all the voluntary
wor kers could offer was a sight of recovery to the inpoverished people here.
It was too little, too late. A few governnent handouts of grain, or a few
i nocul ations, or a repaired church were all right, and better than nothing.
But the root of the problemrenmained unsolved in practice: the central econony
had failed. There was nothing on this |and but what the people thensel ves
coul d take.

The intrusion of Helward into her life was the first event of interest
she had experienced since she arrived. She knew, as she rode the horse across
the scrubland towards the trees, that her notives were nixed. Perhaps there
was sinple curiosity there, but it ran deeper

The nmen on the station were obsessed with thensel ves and what they
i magi ned their roles to be; they spoke in abstracts about group psychol ogy,
soci al readjustment, patterns of behaviour . . . and in her nore cynical npods
she found such an outl ook sinply pathetic. Apart fromthe unfortunate Tony
Chappel |, she had fornmed no kind of interest in any of the men, which was not



as she had anticipated at all before she arrived.

Hel ward was different. She refrained fromspelling it out to herself,
but she knew why she was riding out to find him

She found the place on the river-bank, and all owed her horse to drink
Later, she tethered it in the shade, and sat down by the water to wait. Again
she tried to blank out the turnoil of nental activity: thoughts, desires,
guestions. Concentrating hard on the physical environment, she |ay back on the
bank in the sunshine and cl osed her eyes. She listened to the sound of the
water as it ran across the pebbles of the river-bed, the sound of the gentle
wind in the trees, the hunmmng of insects, the snmell of dry undergrowth, hot
soil, warnth.

A long time passed. Behind her, the horse whisked its tail every few
seconds, patiently flicking away the swarmof flies.

She opened her eyes as soon as she heard the sound of the other horse,
and sat up.

Hel ward was there on the opposite bank. He raised his hand in greeting,
and she waved back.

He di smounted i mmedi ately, and wal ked qui ckly al ong the bank until he
was opposite her. She smiled to herself: he was evidently in high spirits
because he was fooling around, trying to amuse her. Wen he stood opposite
her, he leaned forward for sone reason and tried to stand on his hands. After
two attenpts he made it, then toppled right over and | anded with a shout and a
splash in the river.

El i zabeth junped up, and ran through the shall ow water towards him

"Are you all right?" she said.

He grinned at her. "I could do that when | was a kid."

"So could I."

He stood up, |ooking down ruefully at his soaked cl ot hes.

"They'll soon dry," she said.

"Il get ny horse.”

They spl ashed back through the river to the other side, and Hel ward
stood his horse next to Elizabeth's. She sat down on the bank again, and
Hel ward sat cl ose beside her, stretching out his legs in the sun so that his
cl othes night dry.

Behi nd them the horses stood nose to tail, whisking away the flies from
each other's face.

Questions, questions . . . but she suppressed themall. She enjoyed the
intrigue, didn't want to destroy it w th understanding. The rational account
was that he was an operative froma station sinmlar to hers, and that he was
enj oyi ng an el aborate and sonewhat pointless joke at her expense. If that was
so, she didn't care; his presence was enough, and she was herself sufficiently
enotionally suppressed to relish the break with routine he was unwittingly
bri ngi ng her.

The only common bond she knew of was his sketches, and she asked to see
them again. For a while they tal ked about the drawi ngs, and he expressed his
various enthusiasns; she was interested to see that all the sketches were on
t he back of old computer print-out paper

Eventual ly, he said: "I thought you were a took."

He pronounced it with a long vowel, |ike _shoot _.

"What's that?"

"One of the people who live round here. But they don't speak English."

"A few do. Not very well. Only when we teach them"

"Wio is 'we' ?"

"The people | work for."

"You're not fromthe city?" he said suddenly, then |ooked away.

Eli zabeth felt a glimrer of alarm he had | ooked and acted like this the
day before, and then he had suddenly left. She didn't want that, not now.

"Do you mean your city?"



"No . . . of course you're not. Who are you?"

"You know ny nane," she said.

"Yes, but where are you fron®"

"Engl and. | canme here about two nonths ago."

"England . . . that's on Earth isn't it?" He was staring at her
intently, the drawi ngs forgotten now.

She | aughed, a nervous reaction to the strangeness of the question

"It was the last tinme | was there," she said, trying to make a joke of

"My God! Then--"

"What ?"

He stood up abruptly, and turned away fromher. He took a few steps,
then turned again and stood over her, staring down.

"You' ve cone from Earth?"

"What do you nean?"

"Are you fromEarth . . . the planet?"

"Of course . . . | don't understand."

"You're | ooking for us," he said.

"No! | nean . . . I'mnot sure."

"You' ve found us!"

She stood up, backed away from him

She waited by the horses. The aura of strangeness had becone one of
madness, and she knew she shoul d | eave. The next nove nust come from him

"Elizabeth . . . don't go."

"Liz," she said.

"Liz . . . do you knowwho | an? I'mfromthe city of Earth. You nust
know what that neans!"”

"No, | don't."

"You haven't heard about us?"

"No. "

"W've been here for thousands of miles . . . many years. Nearly two
hundred. "

"Where is the city?"

He waved his armin the direction of the north-east. "Down there. About
twenty-five mles to the south.”

She didn't react to the contradiction of direction, assumed he had nmade
a m st ake.

"Can | see the city?" she said.

"OfF course!" He took her hand excitedly, and placed it on the rein of
her horse. "We'll go now"

"Wait . . . How do you spell the name of your city?"

He spelt it for her.

"Way is it called that?"

"I don't know. Because we are fromthe planet Earth, | suppose.”
"Why do you differentiate between the two?"

"Because . . . isn't it obvious?"

"No. "

She realized she was hunoburing himas if he were a maniac, but it was
only excitenment that shone in his eyes, not mania. Her instinct, though, on
whi ch she had been so dependent recently, warned her to be careful. She could
not be sure of anything now.

"But this is not Earth!"

She said: "Helward . . . meet nme here tonorrow. By the stream™
"I thought you wanted to see our city."
"Yes . . . but not today. If it is twenty-five mles away, | would have

to get a fresh horse, tell mny superiors.'
He | ooked at her uncertainly.
"You think I'mmaking it up," he said.

She was meki ng excuses.



"No. "

"Then what's wong? | tell you, as long as | can remenber, and for many
years before | was born, the city has survived in the hope that help would
cone fromEarth. Now you are here and you think I am nad!"

"You are on Earth."

He opened his nouth, closed it again.

"Why do you say that?" he said.

"Why should | say otherw se?"

He took her arm again, and whirled her round. He pointed upwards.

"What do you see?"

She shi el ded her eyes against the glare. "The sun.”

"The sun! The sun! What about the sun?"

"Not hing. Let go of ny arm. . . you're hurting nel"

He rel eased her, and scranbl ed over to the di scarded draw ngs. He took
the top one, held it out for her to see.

"That is the sun!" he shouted, pointing at the weird shape that was
drawn at the top right of the picture, a few inches away fromthe spindly
figure that he said was her. "There is the sun!"

Heart beating furiously, she tore the rein away fromthe tree around
which it was tied, clinbed up into the saddle, and kicked in her heels. The
hor se wheel ed round, and she galloped it away fromthe river.

Behi nd her, Helward stood, still holding out his draw ng.

It was evening by the tine Elizabeth reached the village, and she judged
it already too late to set out for headquarters. She had no will to return
t here anyway, and there was sonewhere she could sleep in the village.

The main street was enpty of people; unusual, for this tine of day was a
popul ar one with the people for sitting in the dust outside their houses and
talking idly while they drank the strong, resinous wine that was all they
could ferment round here.

There was a noi se coning fromthe church, and she headed that way.

I nside, nost of the men of the village were gathered, and a few of the wonen.
One or two of these were crying.

"What's going on?" Elizabeth said to Father dos Santos.

"Those nen came back," he said. "They've offered a deal."

He was standing well to one side, obviously incapable of influencing the
peopl e in any way.

Eli zabeth tried to catch the gist of the discussion, but there was nuch
shouting, and even Luiz, who stood prom nently near the wecked altar, could
not make hinself heard over the hubbub. Elizabeth caught his eye, and at once
he cane over.

"Vl | 2"

"The men cane today, Menina Khan. W are agreeing to their terns."

"It doesn't sound like there's nuch agreenent. \What are their terns?"

"Fair."

He started to head back towards the altar, but Elizabeth caught his arm

"What did they want?" she said.

"They will give us many mnedicines, and a |lot of food. There is nore of
the fertilizer, and they say they will help repair the church, though that is
not w shed by us."

He was | ooking at her evasively, his gaze flickering up to her eyes,

t hen away, then back agai n.

"And in return?”

"Only a little."

"Come on, Luiz. Wat did they want?"

"Ten of our wonen. |s nothing."

She stared at himin amazenent. "Wat did you--7?"



"They will be well |ooked after. They will make them heal thy, and when
they return to us they will bring nore food."

"And what do the women say to that?

He gl anced over his shoul der. "They are not happy."

"I"ll bet they're not." She | ooked over at the six wonen who were
present. They stood in a small group, and the nmen nearest to them were already
| ooki ng sheepi sh. "Wat do they want themfor?"

"We do not ask."

"Because you think you know. " She turned to dos Santos. "What's going to
happen?"

"They' ve already made up their mnds," he said.

"But why? Surely they can't seriously consider trading their w ves and
daughters for a few sacks of grain?"

Lui z said: "We need what they offer.”

"But we have already prom sed you food. There is a doctor on his way

NOW.
"Yes . . . and so you have prom sed. Two nonths you have been here and
very little food, no doctor. These nen are honourable, because we can tell."
He turned his back on her, and returned to the front of the crowd. In a
nmonent he called for a vote by show of hands. The deal was confirmed, and none
of the women vot ed.

El i zabet h passed a restless night, although by the time she rose in the
nor ni ng she knew what she was going to do.

The day had produced a vol ume of unexpected devel oprments. Ironically,

t he one devel opnent of which she had felt instinctively confident had not
materialized. Now that the encounter with Helward had taken on a new

per spective, she could put words to what she had expected: the stirring inside
her had been a physical restlessness, and she had ridden down to the river in
full expectation of being seduced by him It could still have happened unti
that nmoment the fanatical expression had taken his eyes; even now she stil
experienced stirrings of that sensation--not fear, not amazenent, somewhere
bet ween- - whenever she recalled the shouted conversati on under the trees.

"What about the sun?" still echoed.

Undoubtedly there was nore to the scene than had appeared. Helward's
behavi our the day before had been different; she had tapped then a hi dden
sensitivity, and he had responded the way any nan woul d. There was no sign of
the presuned mania then. And not until she talked to himabout his life, or
her life, had he reacted that way.

And there was the nystery about the conputer paper. There was only one
conputer within a thousand miles of here, and she knew where it was and what
it was used for. It didn't use paper print-outs, and it certainly wasn't an
| BM She knew of |BMs; anyone who was trained in the basics of conputers had
heard of them but no machi ne had been made by them since the Crash. Certainly
the only ones intact, if not working, were in nuseuns.

Finally, the deal proposed by the men who had visited the village had
been whol |y unantici pated, at |east by her, although when she renenbered
Lui z' s expression after he had first spoken to the nen she felt sure that he
had had at |east an inkling of what had been expected by way of paynent.

Sonehow, all nust be connected. She knew the nen who had conme to the
vill age were fromthe sane place as Helward, and that his behavi our was |inked
in sone way with this deal

There remai ned the question of her own involvenent in this.

Technically, the village and its people were the responsibility of her
and dos Santos. There had been a visit fromone of the supervisors from
headquarters in the early days, but rmuch of the attention of the hierarchy was
directed towards overseeing the repair of a big harbour on the coast. In
t heory, she was in the charge of dos Santos, but he was a | ocal man who had
been one of the several hundred students who had been cramred through the



government theol ogical college in an effort to take religion back to the
outlying regions. Religion was the traditional opiate here, and the m ssionary
work was given a high priority. But the facts of the situation spoke for
t hensel ves: dos Santos's work woul d take years, and for nost of the first few
years he woul d be working uphill towards re-establishing the church as the
soci al and spiritual |eadership of the community. The villagers tolerated him
but it was of Luiz they took notice, and, to a certain extent, herself.

It would be equally useless to | ook to headquarters for gui dance.
Al t hough the establishnment was run by good and sincere men, their work was
still so new that they had not yet taken their heads out of the clouds of
theory; a plain, human problem|ike wonen bartered for food would not be in
their scope.

If any action were to be taken, it would have to be on her own
initiative.

The deci sion did not come quickly; throughout that |ong, warm ni ght she
did what she could to separate the pros and cons, the risks and the benefits,
and however she | ooked at it her chosen course of action seened to be the only
one.

She rose early, and went down to Maria's house. She had to be quick: the
men had said they would be com ng soon after sunrise

Maria was awake, her baby was crying. She knew of the decision taken the
ni ght before, and she questioned Elizabeth about it as soon as she arrived.

"No time for that," Elizabeth said brusquely. "I want sonme cl ot hes."
"But yours are so beautiful."
"I want sonething of yours . . . anything will do."

Grunbling specul atively, Mria found a sel ection of rough garnents, and
laid themout for Elizabeth's inspection. They were all well-used, and
probably none had ever seen soap and water. For Elizabeth's purpose they were
i deal . She selected a ragged, |oose-fitting skirt and an off-white shirt that
had presumably once bel onged to one of the nen.

She slipped off her own clothes, including her underwear, and pulled on
Maria's. She folded her own clothes into a neat pile, and gave themto Maria
to | ook after for her until she returned.

"But you |l ook no better than a village girl!"

"Ri ght."

She | ooked at the baby to nmake sure it was not ill, then went through
with Maria the daily routines she should follow Maria, as ever, pretended to
listen, although Elizabeth knew she woul d forget everything as soon as she was
not there to watch her. Had she not reared three children already?

Wal ki ng barefoot up the dusty street, Elizabeth wondered if she woul d
pass for one of the village women. Her hair was |ong and brown, and her body
had becone tanned in the weeks here, but she knew her skin |acked the lustrous
quality of the local wonen. She ran her fingers through her hair, changing the
parting, and hoping it would become nore straggly.

There was already a small group of people in the square in front of the
church, and nore were arriving every mnute. Luiz was at the centre of
everything, trying to persuade the women who were watching out of curiosity to
return to their hones

Besi de himwas a small group of girls; the youngest and the npst
attractive in the village, Elizabeth realized with a feeling of appalled
horror. Soon, all ten were standing beside Luiz, and she pushed foward through
the crowd.

Lui z recogni zed her at once.

"Meni na Khan--"

"Luiz, who is the youngest of these?"

Bef ore he coul d answer she had picked out the girl for herself: Lea, who
was no nore than about fourteen. She went over to her

"Lea, go back to your nother. | will go instead."

Unsur pri sed and unconpl ai ning, the girl wal ked mitely away. Luiz stared
at Elizabeth for a monent, then shrugged.



They did not have long to wait, In a few m nutes three nen appeared,
each riding a horse and each | eading another. Al six horses were laden with
packages, and w t hout cerenony the three riders di smounted and unl oaded t he
materi al s they had brought.

Lui z wat ched keenly. Elizabeth heard one of the men say to him "W']I
be back in two days with the rest. Do you want the work done on the church?

"No . . . we do not need that."

"As you wi sh. Do you want to change any of the terns of the barter?"

"No. We are satisfied."

"Good." The man turned and faced the rest of the people who were
wat chi ng the transaction. He spoke to them as he had spoken to Luiz, in their
own | anguage, but with a heavy accent. "W have tried to be nen of good wll
and good word. Sone of you may not be in favour of the terns we have proposed,
but we ask your understandi ng. The wonen you have | oaned to us will be cared
for and will not be treated badly in any way. Their health and happiness is in
our interests as nuch as yours. W shall see that they return to you as soon
as possible. Thank you."

The cerenony, for what it was, was over. The men offered the horses to
the wonen to ride. Two of the girls clinbed on to one horse, and five nore
took a horse each. Elizabeth and the two others elected to wal k, and soon the
smal |l party left the village, wal king the horses up the dried-up river bed to
the wi de scrubl and beyond.

Thr oughout the journey Elizabeth naintained the same silence as the
other girls. As far as possible she was trying to remai n anonynous.

The three men spoke to each other in English, assum ng that none of the
girls would be able to understand them At first, Elizabeth was |istening
intently, hoping to learn something of interest, but to her disappointnent
di scovered that nost of what the men said was concerned wth conplaints about
the heat, the | ack of shade, and how |l ong the journey woul d take.

Their concern for the wonmen seenmed genui ne enough, and they nade
repeat ed enquiries about their condition. Speaking occasionally to the other
girls in their own |anguage, Elizabeth di scovered their preoccupations were
much the same: they were hot, thirsty, tired, anxious that the journey be
conpl et ed.

Every hour or so they took a brief rest, and took it in turns to ride on
t he horses. None of the men rode for any of the way, and in tinme Elizabeth
began to sympathize with their conplaints. If their destination was, as
Hel ward had said, twentyfive mles away, it was a long wal k on a hot day.

Later in the day, perhaps inhibitions had becone rel axed by tiredness,
or the general lack of reaction fromany of their conpanions had re-affirnmed
their |ack of understanding of the |anguage, but the men sonmehow turned the
topic of conversation to |l ess inmmedi ate concerns. It started with grunbles
about the unrelenting heat, but shifted to another topic al nost at once.

"Do you think all this is still necessary?"
"The barters?"
"Yes . . . | mean, it's caused trouble in the past."

"There's no ot her way."

"It's too dammed hot."

"What woul d you do instead?"

"I don't know. Not ny decision. If | had ny way | wouldn't be out here

NOW.
"It still nmakes sense to me. The last |ot haven't noved out yet, and

there's no sign of them doing so. Maybe we won't have to barter any nore."
"W owill."

"You sound as if you don't approve.”
"Frankly, | don't. Sonetimes | think the whole system s crazy."



"You' ve been listening to the Termnators."

"Maybe | have. If you listen to themthey nake a bit of sense. Not
conpletely, but they're not as bad as the Navi gators nake out."

"You're out of your mind."

"O K Wio wouldn't be in this heat?"

"You'd better not repeat that in the city."

"Why not ? Enough people are saying it already."

"Not guildsmen. You've been down past. You know what's what."

"I"mjust being realistic. You ve got to listen to people's opinions.
There are nmore people in the city who want to stop than there are guil dsmen.
That's all."

"Shut up, Norris," said the man who had so far not spoken, the one who
had addressed the crowd.

They continued on their way.

The city had been in sight for sone tine before Elizabeth recognized it
for what it was. As they cane nearer she |ooked at it with great interest, not
conpr ehendi ng the system of tracks and cables that stretched away fromit. Her
first assunption was that it was some kind of marshalling yard, but there was
no sign of any rolling-stock and anyway the length of track was too short for
any practical use.

Later she noticed several nen apparently patrolling the tracks, each of
whom carried a rifle or what appeared to be a crossbow. Mre than this she
coul d not absorb, since nost of her attention was on the structure itself.

She had heard the nmen refer to it as a city, and Helward too, but to her
eyes it was not much nore than a | arge and mi sshapen office block. It did not
| ook too safe, constructed mainly of tinmber. It had the ugliness of
functionalism and yet there was a sinplicity to its design which was not
al t oget her unattractive. She was reninded of pictures she had seen of
pre-Crash buil di ngs, and alt hough nost of those had been steel and reinforced
concrete they shared the squareness, the plainness, and | ack of exterior
decoration. Those old buildings had been tall, though, and this strange
structure ewas nowhere nore than seven storeys high. The tinber showed varying
stages of weathering; nost of what she could see had been well bl eached by the
el ements, but there were newer parts visible.

The nmen took themright up to the base of the building, and then into a
dar k passageway. Here they di smounted, and several young nen cane forward to
| ead away the horses.

The nmen took themto a door in the passageway, up a staircase, and
t hrough anot her doorway. They emerged into a brightly lit corridor

At the end of this there was another door, and here they parted conpany
with the men. There was a printed sign on the door, which sai d: TRANSFERENCE
QUARTERS.

I nside they were greeted by two woren, who spoke to themin the badly
accent ed | anguage of the people.

Once Elizabeth had adopted her pose, there was no way of abandoning it.

In the next few days she was subjected to a series of exani nations and
treatments which, had she not suspected the reason, she would have found
hum liating. She was bat hed, and her hair was washed. She was nedically
exam ned, her eyes were tested, her teeth were checked. Her hair and scal p
were inspected for infestation, and she was given a test which she could only
i magi ne was to determ ne whether or not she had VD.

W thout surprise, the woman supervising the exam nation passed her with
a clean bill of health--of the ten girls, Elizabeth was the only one who was
so passed--and she was then given over to two nore women who began to instruct
her in the rudi nents of speaking English. This caused her some consi derable
private anmusenent, and in spite of her best efforts to delay the |earning



process she was soon considered fit and educated enough to be released from
this initial period of habilitation.

The first few nights she had slept in a communal dormitory in the
transference centre, but now she was given a tiny roomof her own. This was
scrupul ously clean and furnished minimally. It contained a narrow bed, a space
to hang her clothes--she had been given two identical sets of clothes to
wear--a chair, and about four square feet of floor space.

Ei ght days had passed since conming to the city, and Elizabeth was
begi nning to wonder what she had hoped to achi eve. Now she had been cl eared by
the transference section she was assigned to the kitchens, where the work she
was gi ven was straightforward drudgery. The evenings were free, but she was
told that she was expected to spend at | east an hour or two in a certain
recepti on-room where, she was told, she was supposed to nmix socially with the
peopl e she net there.

This room was situated next to the transference section. It had a small
bar at one end with, Elizabeth noted, a distinct shortage of choice, and next
to this an ancient video set. Wen she switched it on a tape device attached
to it showed a conedy progranme that she frankly couldn't understand at all
al t hough an invisible audi ence | aughed all the way through. The conic
al lusi ons were evidently contenporary, and thus mneani ngl ess to her. She
wat ched the programme through, and froma copyright notice at the end | earnt
that it had been taped in 1985. Mre than two hundred years ol d!

There were usually only a few people in this roomwhen she was there. A
worman fromthe transference section worked behind the bar, maintaining a fixed
grin, but Elizabeth could not work up rmuch interest in the other people there.
A few nmen came in occasionally--dressed, as Helward had been, in the dark
uniform-and there were two or three local girls.

One day, working in the kitchen, she accidentally solved a probl emthat
had continued to nag at her

She was stacking away some of the clean crockery in a metal cupboard
used for this purpose, when something about it caught her attention. It had
been changed al nost out of recognition--its conmponents had been renoved, and
it had been fitted with wooden shel ves--but the IBMnotif on one of the doors
still showed through the covering | ayer of paint.

When she coul d, Elizabeth wal ked around the rest of the city, curious
about al nost everything she saw. Before entering the city she had expected to
find herself a virtual prisoner, but beyond the bounds of the duties she had
to performshe was free to go wherever she liked, do whatever she w shed. She
tal ked to people, she saw, she registered, and she thought.

One day she canme across a small room set aside for use by the ordinary
people of the city in their leisure hours. Lying on a table she found a few
sheets of printed paper, neatly stapled together. She glanced at them wi thout
much interest, sawthe title on the first page: Destaine's Directive.

Later, as she wal ked through the city she saw nany nore of these printed
sheets, and in due tinme, with her curiosity piqued, she read one set through
Havi ng seen its contents, she i mediately conceal ed a copy in the bedcl ot hes
of her bunk, meaning to take it with her when she left the city.

She was beginning to understand. . . . She returned again to Destaine
read his words so often they becane al nost photographically recorded. And she
t hought about Helward, and his apparently w | d behaviour and words, and she
tried to renmenber what he had said

Intime, a kind of logical pattern appeared . . . but there was one
i neradi cable flaw i n everything.

The hypot hesis by which the city and its people existed was that the
worl d on which they |ived was sonehow i nverted. Not only the world, but al
t he physical objects in the universe in which that world was supposed to
exi st. The shape that Destane drew-a solid world, curved north and south in
t he shape of hyperbol as--was the approximation they used, and it correl ated
i ndeed with the strange shape that Helward had drawn to depict the sun

One day Elizabeth saw the flaw, as she wal ked through one of the parts



of the city presently being re-built.
She gl anced up at the sun, shielding her eyes with her hand. The sun was
as she had ever known it: a brilliant white ball of light high in the sky.

El i zabeth planned to | eave the city the follow ng norning, taking one of
the horses and riding across country to the village. Fromthere she could get
back to headquarters and take sone | eave. She was due for some leave in a few
weeks' time, and she knew she could have it brought forward w thout nuch
difficulty. Wth the four weeks then avail abl e, she would have plenty of tinme
to get back to England and try to find sone authority somewhere who coul d be
made interested in what she had di scovered.

She did not wish to draw attention to herself once she had forned this
pl an, and so spent the day working in the kitchens as normal. In the evening
she went to the reception room

When she wal ked t hrough the door, the first man she saw was Hel ward. He
was standing with his back to her, talking to one of the transferred girls.

She went and stood behind him

"Hell o, Helward," she said quietly.

He turned round to acknow edge her, then | ooked at her in amazenent.

"You!" he said. "What are you doi ng here?"

"Ssh! I'm not supposed to be able to speak English very well. |I'm one of
your transferred wonen."

She wal ked over to a deserted part of the room The woman at the bar
nodded her head in patronizing approval as Helward foll owed.

"Look," Elizabeth said at once, "I'msorry about the last tine we net.
under stand better now. "

"And I'msorry if | frightened you."

"Have you said anything to any of the others?"

"About you being from Earth? No."

"Good. Don't say anything."

He said: "Are you really fromEarth pl anet?"

"Yes, but | wish you wouldn't refer to it as that. I'mfromEarth, and
so are you. There's a m sunderstandi ng.”

"God, you can say that again." He | ooked down at her fromthe nine
i nches advantage he had in height. "You look different here . . . but what are
you doing as a transfer?"

"It was the only way of getting into the city |I could think of."

"I woul d have taken you." He gl anced around the room "Have you paired
up with any of the nen yet?"

"No. "

"Don't." As he tal ked, he kept |ooking over his shoul der. "Have you got
a roomto yourself? W could talk better."

"Yes. Shall we go?"

She cl osed the door when they were inside the room the walls were thin,
but at least it had the appearance of privacy. She wondered why he needed to
be guarded in speaking to her

She sat on the chair, and Helward sat on the edge of the bed.

"I'"ve read Destaine," she said. "It was fascinating. |'ve heard of him
sonehow. Who was he?"

"The founder of the city."

"Yes, |'d gathered that. But he was known for sonething else.”

Hel ward | ooked bl ank. "Did what he wite nake any sense to you?"

"Alittle. He was a very lost man. But he was wong."

"Wong about what?"

"The city, and the danger it was in. He wites as if he and the others
had somehow been transported to another world."

"That's so."



El i zabeth shook her head. "You've never left Earth, Helward. As | sit
here and talk to you now, we're both on Earth."

He shook his head in despair. "You' re wong, | know you're w ong.
What ever you say, Destaine knew the true situation. W are on another world."

El i zabeth said: "The other day . . . you drew ne with the sun behind ne.
You drew it |like a hyperbola. |Is that how you see it? You drew ne too tall. Is
t hat how you see nme?"

"That's not how | see the sun, that's howit is . And it is how the

world is. Youl drewtall, because . . . that's how | saw you then. W were a
long way north of the city. Now. . . It's too difficult to explain."

"Try it."

"No. "

"O K. Do you know how | see the sun? It's normal. . . round, spherical

what ever the correct description is. Can't you see that it's a question of
what we oursel ves perceive? Your perceptions informyou incorrectly . . . |
don't know why, but Destane's perception was wong too."

"Liz, it's nore than perception. |'ve seen, felt, _lived_in this world.
What ever you say, it's real to nme. I'mnot alone. Mdst of the people in the
city carry the sane knowl edge. It started w th Destaine because he was there
at the begi nning. W've survived here a long tine, sinply because of that
know edge. It's been the root of everything, and it's kept us alive because
wi thout it we would not keep the city moving."

Eli zabeth started to say sonething, but he carried on. "Liz, after | saw

you the other day | needed tinme to think. | rode north, a long way north.
saw sonething there that is going to test the city's capacity for survival
like it has never been tested before. Meeting you was . . . | don't know. Mbre
than | had expected. But it led indirectly to a rmuch bigger thing."

"What is it?"

"I can't tell you."

"Why not ?"

"I can't tell anyone, except the Navigators. They' ve declared it
restricted for the monent. It would be a bad tine for the news to get out."

"What do you nean?"

"Have you heard of the Term nators?"

"Yes . . . but I don't know who they are."

"They're a . . . political group in the city. They've been trying to get
the city to stop. If this news | eaked out at the nonment, there'd be a | ot of
trouble. We've just survived a major crisis, and the Navigators don't want
anot her."

El i zabeth stared at hi mwi thout saying anything. She had suddenly seen
herself in a new |ight.

She was at an interface of two realities: one was hers, one was his.
However cl ose they cane together there would never be any contact between
them Like the graph line Destaine had drawn to approximate the reality he
percei ved, the nearer she came to himin one sense the further she noved away
i n another. Somehow, she had drawn herself into this drama, where one |l ogic
failed in the face of another, and she knew she was incapable of dealing with
it.

Per suaded as she was by Helward's sincerity, and the manifest existence
of the city and its people, and further by the apparently strange concepts
around whi ch they had planned their survival, she could not eradicate from her
m nd the basic contradiction. The city and its people existed on Earth, the
Earth she knew, and whatever she saw, whatever Helward said, there was no way
around this. Evidence to the contrary made no sense.

But when the interface was chall enged, there was an inpasse.

El i zabeth said: "I'mgoing to | eave the city tonmorrow "
"Come with me. |I'mgoing north again."
"No . . . l've got to get back to the village."



"I's that the one where they bartered for the wonen?"

"Yes."

"I"mgoing that way. We'll ride together."

Anot her inpasse: the village lay to the south-west of the city.

"Why did you cone to the city, Liz? You aren't one of the local wonen."
"I wanted to see you."

"\Why 2"

"I don't know. You frightened nme, but | was seeing the other nen who
were |ike you, trading with the village people. | wanted to find out what was
going on. Now | wish | hadn't, because you still frighten ne."

"I"'mnot raving at you again, aml?" he said.

She laughed . . . and she realized that it was for the first tine since
she canme to the city.

"No, of course not," she said. "lIt's nmore . . . | can't say. Everything
| take for granted is different here in the city. Not everyday things, but the
bi gger things, like the reason for being. There's a great concentration of
determ nation here, as if the city itself is the only focus of all human
exi stence. | know that's not so. There are a mllion other things to do in the
worl d, and survival is undoubtedly a drive, but not the primary one. Here the
enphasis is on your concept of survival, at any cost. |'ve been outside the

city, Helward, a long way outside the city. \Whatever else you may think, this
pl ace is not the centre of the universe."

"It is," he said. "Because if we ever stopped believing that, we would
all die."

Leaving the city presented Elizabeth with no problens. She went down to
the stables with Hel ward and anot her man, whom he introduced as Future Bl ayne,
col l ected three horses, and rode in a direction which Helward decl ared was
nort hwards. Again, she questioned his sense of direction as by her reckoning
of the position of the sun the true direction was towards the south-west, but
she made nothing of it. By this time she was so accustoned to the
straightforward affronts to what she considered |l ogic that she saw no point in
remarking on themto him She was content to accept the ways of the city, if
not to understand them

As they rode out fromunder the city, Helward pointed out the great
wheel s on which the city was nounted, and expl ained that the notion forwards
was so slow as to be al nost undetectable. However, he assured her, the city
nmoved about one nile every ten days. Northwards, or towards the south-west,
whi chever way she cared to think of it.

The journey took two days. The men talked a lot, both to each other and
to her, although not much of it nmade sense to her

She felt that she had suffered an overload of new information, and could
absorb no nore.

On the evening of the first day they passed within a mle or so of her
village, and she told Helward she was going there.

"No . . . cone with us. You can go back later."

She said: "I want to go back to England. | think I can help you."
"You ought to see this."

"What is it?"

"We're not sure," said Blayne. "Helward thinks you mght be able to tel
us."
She resisted for a few nore mnutes, but in the end went on with them
It was curious how she succunbed so readily to the various involvenents
of these people. Perhaps it was because she could identify with sone of them
and perhaps it was because the society within the city was a curiously
civilized existence--for all its strange ways--in a countryside that had been

wast ed by anarchy for generations. Even in the few weeks she had been in the



vill age the peasant outl ook, the unquestioning lethargy, the inability to cope
with even the nost mnor of problenms had sapped her will to nmeet the challenge
of her work. But the people of Helward's city were of a different order
Evidently they were sone of fshoot community that had somehow rmanaged to
preserve thensel ves during the Crash, and now |lived on past that tinme. Even
so, the makings of a regulated society were there: the evident discipline, the
sense of purpose, and a real and vital understanding of their own identity,
however much of a dichotony existed between inner simlarities and outer

di ff erences.

So when Helward requested her to go with them and Bl ayne supported him
she coul d put up no opposition. She had by her own actions involved herself in
the affairs of their community. The consequences of her abandoning the village
woul d have to be faced later--she could justify her absence by saying she
wanted to know where the wonen were being taken--but she felt now that she
must follow this through. Utimtely, there would be sonme official body who
woul d have to rehabilitate the people of the city, but until then she was
personal |y invol ved.

They spent the night under canvas. There were only two tents, and the
men gallantly offered her one of themfor her own use . . . but before that
they spent a long tine talking.

Hel ward had evidently told Bl ayne about her, and how she was different,
as he saw her, fromboth the people of the city and the people of the
vi | | ages.

Bl ayne now spoke directly to her, and Helward stayed in the background.
He spoke only rarely, and then to confirmthings that Blayne said. She |iked
the other man, and found himdirect in his manner: he tried not to evade any
of her questions.

By and large he affirmed what she had | earned. He spoke of Destaine and
his Directive, he spoke of the city and its need to nove forward, and he
tal ked of the shape of the world. She had |l earnt not to argue with the city
out | ook, and she listened to what they said.

When she eventually crawl ed i nto her sl eeping-bag she was exhausted from
the long ride through the day, but sleep cane slowy. The interface had
har dened.

Though the confidence in her own | ogi c had not been shaken, her
understanding of the city people's had been deepened. They lived, they said,
on a world where the I aws of nature were not the same. She was prepared to
believe that . . . or rather, prepared to believe that they were sincere, but
m st aken.

It was not the exterior world that was different, but their perception
of it. By what nmanner could she change that?

Emer gi ng from woodl and they encountered a region of coarse scrubland,
where tall grasses and scrawny bushes grew wildly. There were no tracks here
and progress was slow There was a cool, steady w nd bl owi ng now, and an
exhil arating freshness sharpened their senses.

Gradual ly, the vegetation gave way to a hard, tough grass, growing in
sandy soil. Neither of the men said anything; Helward in particular stared
ahead of himas he rode, letting his horse find its own route.

El i zabeth saw t hat ahead of themthe vegetati on gave way altogether, and
as they breasted a ridge of |oose sand and gravel, only a few yards of | ow
sand-dunes | ay between them and the beach. Her horse, who had al ready sensed
the salt in the air, responded readily to the kick of her heels and they
cantered down across the sand. For a few heady m nutes she gave the horse its
head, and exulted in the freedomand joy of galloping along a beach, its
surface unuttered, unbroken, untouched by anything but waves for decades.

Hel ward and Bl ayne had ridden down to the beach behind her, and now
stood cl ose together by their horses, |ooking out across the water.

She trotted her horse over to them and disnounted.



"Does it extend east and west?" said Bl ayne.

"As far as | explored. There's no way round | could see."

Bl ayne took a video canera fromone of his packs, connected it to the
case, and panned it slowy across the view

"We' || have to survey east and west," he said. "It would be inpossible
to cross.”

"There's no sign of an opposite bank."

Bl ayne frowned at the beach. "I don't like the soil. W'Ill have to get a

Bri dge-Builder up here. | don't think this would take the weight of the city."

"There nust be sonme way."

The two men entirely ignored her. Helward erected a small instrunment, a
tripodal device with a concentric chart suspended by three catches bel ow the
fulcrum He hung a plunbline over the chart, and took sonme kind of reading
fromit.

"W're a long way fromoptimum" he said eventually. "W've got plenty
of time. Thirty mles . . . alnost a year city-time. Do you think it could be
done?"

"A bridge? It'd take sone doing. W'd need nore nmen than we've got at
the nonent. What did the Navigators say?"

"Check what | reported. Do you check?"

"Yes. | can't see that | can add anything."

Hel ward stared for a few seconds | onger at the expanse of water, then
seemed to renmenber Elizabeth. He turned to her

"What do you say?"

"About this? What do you expect nme to say?"

"Tell us about our perceptions," said Helward. "Tell us there's no river
here.”

She said: "It's not a river."

Hel ward gl anced at Bl ayne.

"You heard her," he said. "We're imagining it."

El i zabeth cl osed her eyes, turned away. She could no |onger confront the
interface.

The breeze was chilling her, so she took a bl anket from her horse and
nmoved hack to the sandy ridge. When she faced them again they were payi ng no
nore attention to her. Helward had erected another instrument, and was taking
several readings fromit. He called themout to Blayne, his voice whipped thin
by the w nd.

They worked slowy and pai nstaki ngly, each checking the other's reading
at every step. After an hour, Bl ayne packed sonme of the equi pnent on his
horse, then mounted and rode along the coast in a northerly direction. Helward
stood and wat ched himgo, his posture revealing a deep and overwhel m ng
despair.

El i zabeth interpreted it as a tiny weakness in the barrier of logic that
| ay between them d utching the blanket around her, she wal ked down across the
dunes toward him

She said: "Do you know where you are?"

He didn't turn

"No," he said. "We never will."

"Portugal. This country is called Portugal. It's in Europe."

She noved round so that she could see his face. For a noment his gaze
rested on her, but his expression was blank. He just shook his head, and
wal ked past her towards his horse. The barrier was absol ute.

El i zabeth went over to her own horse, and nounted it. She wal ked it
al ong the beach and soon noved inl and, heading back in the general direction
of the headquarters. In a few mnutes the troubled blue of the Atlantic was
out of sight.

PART FI VE



The stormraged all night and none of us got much sleep. Qur canp was
half a mle fromthe bridge, and as the waves cane crashing in the sound
reached us as a dull, mnmuted roar, alnost obliterated by the howing gale. In
our imaginations, at least, we heard the splintering of tinber in every
temporary lull.

Towar ds dawn the wi nd abated, and we were able to sleep. Not for |ong,
for soon after sunrise the kitchen was manned and we were given our food. No
one tal ked as we ate; there would be only one topic of conversation, and none
wi shed to speak of that.

W set off towards the bridge. W had gone only fifty yards when soneone
pointed to a piece of broken tinmber |ying washed up on the river-bank. It was
a grimforeboding and, as it turned out, an accurate one. There was not hing
left of the bridge beyond the four main piles that were planted in the solid
ground nearest to the water's edge.

| glanced at Lerouex who, for this shift, was in charge of al
oper at i ons.

"We need nore tinber,’
and start felling trees.”

| waited for Norris's reaction; of all the guildsnen on the site he had
been the nost reluctant to work, and had conpl ai ned | oud and | ong during the
early stages of the work. Now he showed no rebellion; we were all past that.
He sinply nodded to Lerouex, picked a body of nen and headed back towards the
canp to collect the tree-felling saws.

"So we start again," | said to Lerouex.

"Of course.”

"WIl this one be strong enough?”

"I'f we build it properly.™

He turned away, and started to organize the clearing up of the site. In
t he background the waves, still huge in the aftermath of the storm crashed
agai nst the river-bank

W worked all day, and by evening the site had been cleared and Norris
and his men had haul ed fourteen tree-trunks over to the site. The next norning
we could start work yet again.

Before then, during the evening, | sought out Lerouex. He was sitting
alone in his tent, apparently checking through his designs of the bridge, but
in fact | realized his stare was vacant.

He did not seem pleased to see me, but he and | were the two senior nen
on the site and he knew | would not conme without purpose. W were now of
roughly equal age: by the nature of nmy work in the north | had passed nany
subj ective years. It was a matter of some disconfort between us that he was
the father of ny fornmer wife, and yet we were now contenporaries. Neither of
us had ever referred directly to it. Victoria herself was still only
conparatively few niles ol der than she had been when we were married, and the
gul f between us was now so wi de that everything we knew of each other was
totally irretrievable.

"I know what you've conme to say," he said. "You're going to tell ne that
we can never build a bridge."

"It's going to be difficult," | said.

"No . . . inpossible is what you nean."

"What do you think?"

"I"ma Bridge-Builder, Helward. |I'm not supposed to think."

"That's as much crap as you know it is."

"Al'l right . . . but a bridge is needed, | build it. No questions."

| said: "You've always had an opposite bank."

"That makes no difference. W can build a pontoon."

"And when we're mid-river, where do we get the tinmber? Were do we plant
t he cabl e-stays?" | sat down unbi dden, opposite him "You were w ong,
incidentally. | didn't come to see you about this."

he said. "Barter Norris . . . take thirty nen,



"Vl | 2"

"The opposite bank," | said. "Were is it?"

"Qut there sonmewhere."

"Wher e?"

"l don't know "

"How do you know there is one?"

"There must be."

"Then why can't we see it?" | said. "We're striking away fromthis bank
a few degrees from perpendicul ar, but even so we should be able to see the
bank. The curvature--"

"I's concave. | know. Don't you think | haven't thought about that? In
theory we can see forever. \What about atnospheric haze? Twenty or thirty mles
is all we can see, even on a clear day."

"You're going to build a bridge thirty mles |ong?"

"I don't think we'll have to," he said. "I think we're going to be OK
Why el se do you think | persevere?”
| shook ny head. "I've no idea."

He said: "Did you know they' re going to make me a Navi gator?" Again,
shook ny head. "They are. Last tine | was in the city we had a | ong
conference. The general feeling is that the river night not be as wide as it
appears. Remenber, north of optimm dimensions are distorted linearly. That
is, to north and south. It's obvious that this is a major river, but reason
demands that there's an opposite bank. The Navigators think that when the
nmoverrent of the ground takes the river as far as opti numwe should be able to
see the opposite bank. Ganted, it mght then still be too wide to cross
safely, but all we need to do is keep waiting. The further south the ground
takes us, the narrower the river will beconme. Then a bridge woul d be
feasible."”

"That's a hell of arisk," | said. "The centrifugal force would--"

"I know. "

"And what if the opposite bank doesn't appear then?"

"Helward, it has to."

"You know there's an alternative?" | said.

"I"ve heard what the nen have been saying. W abandon the city, and
build a ship. | could never approve that."

"Quild pride?"

"No!" His face reddened in spite of the denial. "Practicalities. W

couldn't build one |arge enough or safe enough."

"We're having the sane difficulty with the bridge."

"I know . . . but we understand bridges. Wwo in the city would know how
to design a ship? Anyway, we're learning by our mstakes. We just have to keep
buil ding until the bridge is strong enough.”

"And tine's running out."

"How far north of optimmare we?"

"Less than twelve mles."

"City-time, that's a hundred and twenty days," he said. "How | ong do we
have up here?"

"Subj ectively, about twice that."

"That's plenty."

| stood up, headed for the flap. | was unconvi nced.

"By the way," | said. "Congratul ati ons on the Navigatorship."

"Thanks. They've put your name forward too."

A few days later Lerouex and | were relieved by the new shift, and we
set off for the city. The repaired bridge was well under way, and under the
circunmstances the nood at the site was optimstic. W now had ten yards of
platformready for the track-Iayers.



The horses were in use with the tree-felling crews, and so we had to
wal k. Once away fromthe river-bank the wi nd dropped, and the tenperature
rose. It had been so easy to forget how hot the | and was.

W wal ked sone distance, then | said to Lerouex: "How s Victoria?"

"She's well."

"I don't see her very often now "

"Neither do I."

| decided to say no nore; Victoria was clearly an enbarrassnent to him
In the last fewmles the news about the river had inevitably | eaked to the
peopl e as a whol e, and the Term nators--of whom Victoria was now a | eadi ng
figure--had emerged as a vociferously critical faction. They cl ained that they
had eighty per cent of the non-guildsnen on their side, and that the city
shoul d now be halted. |I had been unable to attend Navigators' Council neetings
recently, but | gathered that they were preoccupied with this problem In
another break with their forner traditions, they had started a second camnpai gn
to educate the non-guil dsnen about the true nature of the world, but the
essentially obscure and abstract explanations did not have the sinple
enoti onal appeal of the Term nators.

Psychol ogically, the Term nators had al ready scored one victory. Wth
t he concentrati on of manpower on the building of the bridge, the work of
track-1aying had been left to one crew only, and although the city was stil
under continuous propul sion it had been forced to slow up, and was now half a
mle behind optimum The MIlitia had foiled an attenpt by the Terminators to
cut the cables, but not much was made of this. The real danger, fully
appreci ated by the Navigators, was the erosion of traditional political power
within the city.

Victoria, and presumably the other overt Terminators, still carried out
nom nal tasks on behalf of the city, but perhaps it was a sign of their
i nfl uence that nmuch of the day-to-day routines of the city were falling
behind. Oficially, the Navigators put this down to the re-depl oynent of so
many nen to the bridge, but few were in doubt as to the real causes.

Wthin guild circles, the resolution was al nost conmplete. There was nuch
conpl ai ni ng and sone di ssent with decisions, but in general there was conplete
acceptance that the bridge nmust be built. Halting the city would be
unt hi nkabl e.

"Are you going to accept the Navi gatorship?" | said.

"I think so. | don't want to retire, but--"

"Retire? There's no question of that."

"I't neans retirement fromactive guild work," he said. "It's new
Navi gat or policy. They believe that by bringing on to the Council men who have
been playing an active role they will acquire a nore forceful voice. That,
incidentally, is why they want you on the Council ."

"My work's up north," | said

"So is mne. But we reach an age--"

"You shouldn't think of retiring,” | said. "You re the best Bridge man
inthe city."

"So they say. No one has the tactlessness to point out that ny |ast
t hree bridges have been unsuccessful .
"You mean the ones that were damaged at this river?"

"Yes. And the new one will go as soon as there's another storm"”
"You said yoursel f--"
"Helward . . . I'"'mnot the man to build that bridge. It needs young

bl ood. A new approach. Perhaps a ship is the answer."
Lerouex and | both understood what that admi ssion nmeant to him The

Bri dge-Builders guild was the proudest in the city. No bridge had ever fail ed.
W wal ked on.

Al most as soon as | arrived in the city | was fretting to return to the
north. | did not like the present atnosphere; it was now as if the people had



repl aced the old system of guild suppression with a self-inflicted blindness
to reality. Term nator slogans were everywhere, and crudely printed leaflets
littered the corridors. People talked of the bridge, and they tal ked
fearfully. Men returning froma work shift told of the failures, spoke of
buil ding a bridge towards a further bank that could not be seen. Runours,
presumably originated by the Termi nators, told of dozens of men being killed,
nore took attacks.

In the Futures' room | was approached by C ausewitz, who was hinmself now
a Navigator. He presented ne with a formal letter fromthe Council of
Navi gat ors, nanming a proposer (C ausewitz) and a seconder (MMahon) who
requested me to join tLem

"I"'msorry," | said. "I can't accept this."

"W need you, Helward. You' re one of our nost experienced nen."

"Maybe. 1'm needed on the bridge."

"You could do better work here.”

"l don't think so."

Clausewitz took nme aside, and spoke confidentially. "The Council is
setting up a working party to deal with the Term nators,"” he said. "W want
you on that."

"How can you deal with then? Suppress their voices?"

"No . . . we're going to have to conpronm se with them They want to
abandon the city for good. W're going to neet them half-way, abandon the
bri dge. "

| stared at himincredul ously.

"I can't be a party to that," | said.

"Instead we build a ship. Not a big one, not nearly as conplex as the
city. Just large enough to get us to the opposite bank, when we'll rebuild the
city."

| handed back the letter and turned away.

"No," | said. "That's ny final word."

3

| prepared to leave the city forthwith, determined to return to the
north and carry out yet another survey of the river. Qur survey reports had
confirmed that the river was indeed such, that the banks were not circular and
that it was not a | ake. Lakes can be circled, rivers have to be crossed. |
renenbered Lerouex's one optimstic remark, that the opposite bank night cone
into view as the river neared optinum It was a desperate hope, but if | could
| ocate that opposite bank there could be no further argunent against the
bri dge.

| wal ked down through the city realizing that by ny words and intents |
had made certain ny actions. | had conmitted nyself to the bridge, even though
| had alienated nyself fromthe instrunent of its construction: the Council
In a sense | was on my own, in spirit and in fact. If a conprom se was pl anned
with the Terminators, | would have to subscribe to it eventually, but for the
nmonent the bridge was the only tangible reality, however inprobable.

I remenbered sonet hing Bl ayne had once said. He described the city as a
fanatical society, and | questioned this. He said that one definition of a
fanatic was a man who continued to struggl e agai nst the odds when all hope was
lost. The city had been struggling agai nst the odds since Destaine's day, and
there were seven thousand miles of recorded history, none of which had been
easily won. It was inpossible for mankind to survive in this environnment,

Bl ayne had said, and yet the city continued to do so.

Perhaps | had inherited that fanaticism for now!| felt that only
mai ntai ned the city's sense of survival. For ne it was given substance in the
buil di ng of the bridge, however hopel ess that task night. seem

In one of the corridors I met Gel man Jase. He was now nany subjective
m | es younger than nme, because he had been north only infrequently.



"Where are you goi ng?" he said.

"Up north. There's nothing for ne in the city at the nonment."

"Aren't you going to the neeting?"

"Whi ch neeting?"

"The Term nators'

"Are you goi ng?" | said.

My voi ce had obviously reflected the disapproval | felt, for he said
defensively: "Yes. Wiy not? It's the first tinme they' ve cone into the open.™

"Are you with then?" | said

"No . . . but I want to hear what they say."

"And what if they persuade you?"

"That's not likely," said Jase.

"Then why go?"
Jase said: "ls your mind totally closed, Helward?"
| opened my mouth to deny it.. . but said nothing. The fact was that ny

m nd was cl osed.

"Don't you believe in another point of view?" he said.

"Yes . . . but there's no debate on this issue. They're in the wong,
and you know it as well as | do."

"Just because a man's wong doesn't mean he's a fool."

| said: "Gelman, you've been down past. You know what happens there. You
know the city would be taken there by the novenent of the ground. Surely
there's no question about what the city should do."

"I know. But they have the ear of a |arge percentage of the people. W
shoul d hear them out."

"They're enemies of the city's security.”

"OK . . . but to defeat an enemy one should know him |'mgoing to the
nmeeting because this is the first time their views are being publicly
expressed. | want to know what |'mup against. If we're going to go across
that bridge, it's going to be people like me who will see us across. If the
Term nators have got an alternative, | want to hear it. If not, | want to know
it."

"I"mgoing up north," | said.

Jase shook his head. W argued a while longer, and then we went to the
neet i ng.

Sone mles before, the work on rebuilding the créche had been abandoned.
The danage had | ong since been cleared | eaving bare the broad netal base of
the city, open on three sides to the countryside. At the northern side of this
area, against the bulk of the rest of the city, sone reconstruction work had
been done, and the tinber facings afforded the speakers a suitable background
and a slightly raised platformfromwhich to address the crowd.

As Jase and | cane out of the last building and wal ked across the space
there were already a considerabl e nunber of people there. | was surprised that
so many were here; the resident population of the city had al ready been
consi derably depleted by the men drafted to work on the bridge, but at a rough
estimate it seened to me that there were at |east three or four hundred people
present. Surely there could be few people who were not here? The workers on
the bridge, the Navigators, and a few proud guil dsnen?

A speech was already in progress, and the crowmd was |istening wthout
much response. The mmin text of the speech--rmade by a man | recogni zed as one
of the food synthesists--was a description of the physical environnent through
which the city was currently passing.

" the soil is rich, and there is a good chance that we could grow
our own crops. W have abundant water, both locally and to the north of us."
Laughter. "The climate is agreeable. The | ocal people are not hostile, nor
need we nake them so--"

After a few mnutes, he stood down to a ripple of applause. Wthout
preanbl e, the next speaker cane forward. It was Victoria.



"People of the city, we face another crisis brought upon us by the
Council of Navigators. For thousands of mles we have been maki ng our way
across this land, indulging ourselves in all that is inhuman to stay alive.
Qur way of staying alive has been to nmove forward, towards the north. Behind
us--" and she waved her hand to enconpass the broad stretch of countryside
that |lay beyond the southern edge of the platform"--is that period of our
exi stence. Ahead of us they tell us there is a river. One we nust cross to
further ensure our survival. Wiat is beyond that river they do not tell us,
because they do not know "

Victoria talked for a long time, and | confess | was prejudi ced agai nst
her fromher first words. It sounded to ne |ike cheap rhetoric, but the crowd
seened to appreciate it. Perhaps | was not as indifferent as | supposed, for
when she described the building of the bridge and threw in the accusation that

many nen had died, | started forward to protest. Jase caught ny arm
"Helward . . . don't."
"She's tal king rubbish!" | said, but already a few voices in the crowd

shouted that that was rumour. Victoria conceded it neatly, but added that
there was probably nore going on at the bridge site than was generally known;
this was greeted with sonme approval

Vi ctoria brought her speech to an unexpected concl usion.

"I say that not only is this bridge unnecessary, but that it is
dangerous too. In this | have an expert opinion. As many of you know, nmny
father is Chief Guildsman of the Bridge-Builders. He it is who designed the
bridge. | ask you nowto listen to what he has to say."

"Cod . . . she couldn't do that!" | said.

Jase said: "Lerouex is not a Term nator."

"I know. But he's lost faith."

Bri dges Lerouex was already on the platform He stood by the side of his
daughter, waiting for the applause to die down. He did not |ook directly at
the crowd, but stared down at the floor. He | ooked tired, old, and beaten

"Come on, Jase. |'mnot going to watch himbe humliated."

Jase | ooked at me uncertainly. Lerouex was preparing to speak

| pushed forward through the crowd, wanting to be away before he said

anything. | had learned to respect Lerouex, and did not wish to be present in
hi s noment of defeat.

A few yards forward, | stopped again.

St andi ng behind Victoria and her father, | had recogni zed soneone el se.
For a nonent | couldn't place either the nane or the face . . . then it cane.

It was Elizabeth Khan

| was shocked to see her again. It had been many niles since she had
left: at least eighteen niles in city-tine, many nore in my own subjective
time. After she had left |I had tried to put her frommy m nd.

Lerouex had started to address the crowd. He spoke softly, and his words
did not carry.

| was staring at Elizabeth. | knew why she was there. Wen Lerouex had
finished humliating hinmself, she was going to speak. | knew al ready what she
woul d say.

| started forward again, but suddenly ny armwas caught. It was Jase.

"\What are you doi ng?" he said.

"That girl," | said. "I know her. She's fromoutside the city. W
mustn't |let her speak.”
Peopl e around us were telling us to be quiet. | struggled to rel ease

nmysel f from Jase but he held me back

Suddenly, there was a burst of applause, and | realized that Lerouex had
fini shed.

| said to Jase: "Look . . . you've got to help me. You don't know who
that girl is!"

Qut of the corner of ny eye | saw Bl ayne com ng towards us.

"Helward . . . have you seen who's here?"

"Bl ayne! For God's sake help ne!"



| struggl ed again, and Jase fought to hold ne. Bl ayne noved over
qui ckly, took my other arm Together they pulled me backwards, out of the
cromd to the very edge of the city's netal base.

"Listen, Helward," said Jase. "Stay here and listen to her."

"I know what she's going to say!"

"Then allow the others to hear."

Victoria stepped forward to the edge of the platform

"People of the city, we have one nore person to speak to you. She is not
known to many of us, because she is not of our city. But what she has to say
is of great inportance, and afterwards there will no | onger be any doubt in
your mnds as to what we nust do."

She rai sed her hand, and Elizabeth stepped forward.

El i zabet h spoke softly, but her voice carried clearly to all present.

"I ama stranger to you here," she said, "because | was not born as you
were within the walls of the city. However, you and | are of one kind: we are
human, and we are of a planet called Earth. You have survived in this city for
nearly two hundred years, or seven thousand mnmiles by your way of neasuring
time. About you has been a world in anarchy and ruins. The people are
i gnorant, uneducated, stricken with poverty. But not all people of this world
are in this state. | amfrom Engl and, a country where we are beginning to
reconstruct a kind of civilization. There are other countries too, bigger and
nmore powerful than England. So your stable and organi zed exi stence is not
uni que. "

She paused, testing the reaction of the cromd so far. There was sil ence.

"I came across your city by accident, and lived here for a while within

your transference section." There was sone surprised reaction to this. "I have
tal ked with sone of you, | know how you live. Then |I left the city, and

returned to England. |I've spent nearly six nonths there, trying to understand
your city and its history. | know rmuch nore now than | did on ny first visit."

She paused again. Sonewhere in the crowmd a man shouted: "England is on
Earth!"

El i zabeth did not respond. Instead she said: "I have a question. Is
t here anyone here responsible for the city's engi nes?"
There was a short silence, then Jase said: "I ama Traction guildsnman."

Heads turned in our direction

"Then you can tell us what powers the engines."

"A nucl ear reactor."”

"Descri be how the fuel is inserted.”

Jase rel eased ne and noved to one side. | felt Blayne's hold on ne
| oosen, and | could have escaped him But |ike everyone el se listening, ny
attention had been caught by the curious questions.

Jase said: "I don't know. | have never seen it done."

"Then before you can stop your city, you rmust find out."

El i zabet h noved back, and spoke quietly to Victoria. A monent |ater she
cane forward again.

"Your reactor is no such thing. Unwittingly, the men you call your
Traction guildsmen have been m sl eading you. The reactor is not functioning,
and has not done so for thousands of nmiles."

Bl ayne said to Jase: "Well?"

"She's tal ki ng nonsense. "

" Do_ you know what fuels it?"

"No," said Jase quietly, although nany of the people around us were
listening. "Qur guild believes that it will run indefinitely w thout
attention.”

"Your reactor is no such thing," Elizabeth said again.

| said: "Don't listen to her. The fact that we have el ectrical power



nmeans the reactor is working. Wiere el se do we get the power?"
Fromthe platform Elizabeth said: "Listen to ne."

El i zabeth said she was going to tell us about Destaine. | listened with
t he ot hers.

Franci s Destaine was a particle physicist who |ived and worked in
Britain, on Earth planet. He lived at a tinme when Earth was running critically
short of electrical energy. Elizabeth recited the reasons, which were
essentially that fossil fuels were burnt to provide heat, which was converted
into energy. Wen the fuel deposits ran out there would be no nore energy.

Dest ai ne, Elizabeth said, clained to have devi sed a process whereby
apparently unlinmted amounts of energy could be produced without any kind of
fuel. Hs work had been discredited by nobst scientists. In due course the
energy that was derived fromfossil fuels had run out, and there foll owed on
Earth planet a long period now known as the Crash. It had brought to an end
t he advanced technol ogical civilization that had dom nated Earth.

She said that the people on Earth were now beginning to rebuild, and
Destaine's work was instrumental in this. H s process as originally outlined
was crude and dangerous, but a nore sophisticated devel opnent was manageabl e
and successful .

"What has this to do with halting the city?" someone shout ed.

El i zabeth said: "Listen."

Dest ai ne had di scovered a generator which created an artificial field of
energy which, when existing in close proxinity to another simlar field,
caused a flow of electricity. His discreditors based their criticisnms on the
fact that this had no practical use as the two generators consunmed nore
electricity than they produced.

Dest ai ne was unable to obtain either financial or intellectual support
for his work. Even when he clained to have discovered a natural field--a
transl aterati on wi ndow, as he called it--and could thus produce his effect
wi t hout the need of a second generator, he was still ignored.

He clainmed that this natural w ndow of potential energy was noving
slowy across the surface of the Earth, following a |ine which Elizabeth
described as the great circle.

Dest ai ne eventual ly managed to rai se noney fromprivate sponsors, had a
nmobil e research station built, and with a |l arge team of hired assistants set
of f for the Kuantung province of southern China where, he clainmed, the natura
transl aterati on wi ndow exi st ed.

El i zabeth sai d: "Destaine was never heard fromagain."

El i zabeth said that we were on Earth planet, that we had never |eft
Eart h.

She said that the world on which we existed was Earth planet, that our
perception of it was distorted by the translaterati on generator which
sel f-powering as long as it was running, continued to produce the field about
us.

She said that Destaine had ignored the side-effects that other
scientists had warned himof: that it could permanently affect perception
that it could have genetic and hereditary effects.

She said that the translaterati on wi ndow still existed on Earth, that
many ot hers had been found.

She said that the wi ndow Destaine had discovered in China was the one
our own generator was still tapping.

That following the great circle it had travelled through Asia, through
Eur ope.

That we were now at the edge of Europe and that before us lay an ocean



several thousand mles wide.
She said . . . and the people |listened

El i zabeth fini shed speaki ng. Jase wal ked slowy through the crowd
t owar ds her.

| headed back towards the entrance to the rest of the city. | passed
within a few feet of the platform and Elizabeth noticed ne.

She call ed out: "Helward!"

I took no notice, pushed on through the crowd and into the interior of
the city. I went down a flight of steps, wal ked through the passageway beneath
the city and out again into the daylight.

| headed north, noving between the tracks and cabl es.

Hal f an hour later | heard the sound of a horse, and | turned. Elizabeth
caught up with ne.

"\Where are you goi ng?" she said.

"Back to the bridge."

"Don't. There's no need. The Traction guild have disconnected the
generator."

| pointed up at the sun. "And that is now a sphere."

"Yes."

I wal ked on.

El i zabet h repeated what she had said before. She pleaded with ne to see
reason. She said again and again that it was only ny perception of the world
that was distorted.

| kept my silence.

She had not been down past. She had never been farther away fromthe
city than a few miles north or south. She hadn't been with me when | saw the
realities of this world.

Was it perception that changed the physical dinensions of Lucia,
Rosari o, and Caterina? Qur bodies had been | ocked in sexual enbrace: | knew
the real effects of that perception. Was it the baby's perception that had
made it reject Rosario's mlk? Was it only ny perception that caused the
girls' city-nade clothes to tear as their bodies distorted inside then?

"Way didn't you tell me what you've just said when you were in the city
before?" | said.

"Because | didn't know then. | had to go back to England. And you know
somet hi ng? No one cared in England. | tried to find soneone, anyone, who coul d
be made to find sone concern for you and your city . . . but no one was
interested. There's a lot going on in this world, big and exciting changes are
taki ng pl ace. No one cares about the city and its people.”

"You cane back," | said.

"I had seen your city nyself. | knew what you and the others were
pl anning to do. | had to find out about Destaine . . . someone had to explain
translateration to ne. It's a dull, everyday technol ogy now, but | didn't know
how it worked."

"That's self-evident," | said.

"What do you nean?"

"If the generator's off, as you say, then there's no further problem |
just have to keep looking at the sun and telling nyself that it's a sphere,
what ever else it night |ook Iike."

"But it's only your perception," she said.



"And | perceive that you are wong. | know what | see."

"But you don't."

A few mnutes later a large cromd of nmen passed us, headi ng south
towards the city. Mdst of themwere carrying the possessions they had taken
with themto the bridge site. None of them acknow edged us.

| wal ked faster, trying to | eave her behind. She foll owed, |eading her
horse by its harness.

The bridge site was deserted. | wal ked down the river-bank to the soft,
yel l ow soil and wal ked out al ong the surface of the bridge. Beneath nme the
wat er was cal mand clear, although waves still broke on the bank behind ne.

| turned and | ooked back. Elizabeth was standing on the bank with her
horse, watching nme. | stared at her for a few seconds, then reached down and
took off ny boots. |I noved away fromher, to the very end of the bridge.

| 1 ooked over at the sun. It was di pping down towards the north-eastern
hori zon. It was beautiful in its own way. A graceful, enigmatic shape, far
nore aesthetically satisfying than a sinple sphere. My only regret was that |
had never been able to draw it successfully.

| dived fromthe bridge head first. The water was cold, but not
unpl easantly so. As soon as | surfaced an incom ng wave pushed nme back agai nst
the nearest bridge pile, and | kicked nyself away fromit. Wth strong, steady
strokes | swam northwards.

| was curious to know if Elizabeth was still watching, so | turned on ny
back and fl oated. She had noved away froni the ridge and was now ridi ng her
horse slowy along the uneven surface of the bridge. Wen she reached the end
she st opped.

She sat in the saddl e and | ooked in ny direction

| continued to tread water, waiting to see if she would make any gesture
towards me. The sun was bathing her in a rich yellow |ight, stark against the
deep bl ue of the sky behind her

| turned, and | ooked towards the north. The sun was setting, and al ready
nost of its broad di sk was out of sight. | waited until its northern spire of
light had slipped down bel ow the horizon. As darkness fell | swam back through
the surf to the beach.
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