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Chapter One





The United States Ambassador, His Excellency the Honourable Lambert W. Strether, known as ‘Bill’, leaned cautiously over the rail of the old liner King William V. He ran his fingers through his thick fair hair and whistled softly to himself. Below, for twenty decks, the white bows curved away to the waterline. His stomach muscles tightened in excitement as he braced himself against the ship’s motion, and tried to take in the remarkable scenes on the quay.


Between the vessel and the slimy stones of the jetty the swell was green and sludgy; that must have been done artificially. A sulphurous odour of rotten vegetation arose from the water, the like of which he had not smelled since his boyhood, but it brought wistful pleasure rather than distaste. The attention to detail was astonishing – tufts of grass straggled in corners and by one wall rose-bay willow-herb had been planted, its pink flowers nodding gently. The wheels of horse-drawn wagons clattered over the cobblestones – how clever of the harbour authority to reconstruct them. A band of buskers in shabby bowler hats played nostalgic snatches of Beatles songs. Best of all, one large dray, its sides lettered in Gothic script, was pulled by live shire horses, colossal beasts with flaring nostrils and ribbon-plaited manes whose flanks steamed in the morning sun. Yet this was a real working harbour. Not Disney, not virtual reality. Liverpool: as authentic as could be found in modern Britain.


The dockside bustled with figures in old-fashioned denim dungarees, with bales and bags on their shoulders, who shouted raucously at each other and to the passengers and welcome parties. The porters were small, dark, wiry men with stout backs and broad-brimmed felt hats, their faces turned protectively away from the glare. Some had hand trolleys on which trunks and cases were piled in unsteady ziggurats; to keep the tottering heaps upright on that uneven surface took some skill, Strether noted admiringly. It would have been much easier to unload baggage by underground conveyor as was usual, but much less fun. The port, he supposed, was maintained in all its historical accuracy not only as an extraordinary tourist attraction but as a make-work project. The Europeans took such matters seriously. He must be careful, when commenting to new acquaintances, not to sound patronising.


The liner rocked gently as hawsers were flung across the gap and hitched to squat metal capstans. Bill Strether, a creature of the prairies, had not found his sea legs during the voyage; his knuckles whitened as he steadied himself. Below his eye-level black cameras at roof height swivelled, watching everyone with impartial passivity. And it was so noisy! The air echoed with cries, klaxons, tooting trombones and the clang of horses’ hooves. A sudden blast from the ship’s hooter made him jump, along with a bilious churn of the diesel engines in its bowels; though these, he had deduced on the way over, were also fake. The ship must be fuel cell driven: that stood to reason.


The King William V was, by any assessment, a marvel. Its very slowness (sixty hours to cross the Atlantic) had given him the chance to adjust to his sudden transplantation so far from home. To accustom himself to his new role would take far longer. It had also been useful to cram some of the mounds of briefing – mostly old technology, on paper, for security – handed over by the President a week earlier. Had he flown in, the forty-minute Mach 3 flight would surely have left him disoriented and queasy. No wonder air passengers were demanding that the journey be extended to an hour to allow time at least for a meal.


By contrast the liner offered the ultimate in traditional luxury travelling of a kind that had otherwise vanished. He had indulged himself with hours of sleep under deck-side awnings, a massage with aromatherapy, and chaste dancing with a score of escorts into the small hours. And the menu! What stupendous dishes, a mixture of cuisines from throughout the globe. He had especially relished the vintage Scottish and Danish wines, and the fine mango and paw-paw specialities of Kent, the Garden of England. Definitely the way to go: he was arriving fresh, invigorated and ready to be dazzled by whatever he found.


Bill Strether had not expected to be an ambassador. He had merely raised the largest sums in the Midwest for James Kennedy’s election appeal, as local chairman. That had been eighteen months ago. He had wanted to see James in office, as his Kennedy grandfather and great-grandfather had been before him. When the contest was successfully over, Bill –’good ol’ Bill’, as he liked to be referred to – would have retired, content, to obscurity in Colorado. He was not a politician and had no desire to be one. In the headiest days of the campaign, while he slapped backs at fundraising dinners and rode in cavalcades with his candidate, he’d had no inkling that some day the motorcade might be for himself. He still had that to look forward to, when he would be chauffeured in a century-old Volkswagen-Royce to present his credentials. An exception had been graciously made for him to use a petrol-fuelled car. The King of England and Prince Marius would be first, then later in Brussels he would meet Herr Friedrich Lammas, President of the European Union, head of the free world.


On the rail Bill Strether’s hands felt clammy. The clean life he’d always led, out in the clear high air of his native state, had been a poor preparation for what lay ahead. Paradoxically, what had counted most in Washington was that his personal file was a blank. He’d done well in ranching, that was true. He was liked and trusted by everyone who had done business with him, and was proud of his reputation as a shrewd and fair man. He’d never done a dirty deal as far as he knew, and would have tried to make amends had anyone so accused him. For a moment he wished he had not been so cussedly upright, for it was precisely this blamelessness that had brought him thousands of kilometres to Europe on a bright spring morning.


He had not been President Kennedy’s first choice of ambassador: certainly not, he an unknown with crow’s-feet etched on his face by the sun. But one by one, as men and women of greater distinction and deserts had been paraded before Congress, each had dropped out. Hostile and capricious questioning was an ingrained habit in vetting committees. The first nominee had been promptly arraigned on a sexual-harassment suit by two former women staff. Similar accusations by an hermaphrodite swiftly dispatched Ms Harriman. Another had allegedly made disparaging remarks about Native Americans while a student. The next, Clifford Vidal, was a Native American, and gay to boot: several pluses there, Strether reckoned, but after the second day’s interrogation he’d withdrawn in floods of tears. A year later the President had stormed about the Oval Office in fury as his ninth nomination collapsed, and in pique threatened to leave vacant the post of Ambassador in London.


At that point he had called his distant Colorado state chairman Lambert Strether, who had set foot in Washington but twice in his career and whose private life was exemplary – about whom, indeed, nothing whatever could be dredged up. Even as a single man, a widower, he had been either celibate or at least utterly discreet, and there were no vengeful children to disgrace him. The cattleman had dutifully put himself straight on the next eastbound plane. Congress had tired of the game and the appointment had been confirmed without further ado.


The turn of events bemused but scared Strether. He was willing with all his heart to serve his country. That much was easy to promise; it would have taken more nerve to deny a desperate President his request. Nor did the task itself seem beyond him; though duly modest, Strether did not entirely picture himself as a common man. He would be one of a team of ambassadors to the European Union and could call on advice from colleagues in the former capitals of Europe – Berlin, Prague, St Petersburg and, still paramount, Brussels. Fast trains could speed him between one and another in less than an hour. For a man whose nearest stamping ground had been Denver, the names alone made his pulse race.


He did wonder, however, about the limitations of his role, now that America was no longer able to tell either Europe or China what to do. Both had become larger, more powerful and wealthier than his own nation, even counting Canada and those less salubrious partners to the south. It was not surprising, therefore, that his instructions were to be the acceptable, affable public face of the United States, Europe’s most important and ancient ally. An air of genuine innocence would be an asset. It might be useful also in the more private tasks assigned to him by the White House.


For America’s Commander-in-Chief had a secret agenda for him.




 





‘Cigar?’ The President had poured two bourbons with ice, then smiled conspiratorially as he unlocked a plain wooden box covered in peeling gold stickers. Behind him the USA, Canadian, Mexican and Panamanian flags were draped in dusty splendour. Beyond the tall window the noon light blazed mercilessly. It was siesta; the streets were quiet.


Strether shook his head. ‘Thank you, no, sir. I wouldn’t know what to do with one.’


The President’s youthful face vanished behind a cloud of smoke through which his teeth gleamed. ‘Never tried one? Don’t let the First Lady see me – or the police – but I confess these are still one of the great presidential privileges. Rescued from a strongroom in Cuba. I had to get the smoke alarms switched off specially.’ He puffed happily for a moment, lifted his long legs and perched his boots on the desk. His head bobbed briefly behind a transparent presentation clock, a mounted miniature NASA rocket, a gold-plated powerbook. He lifted the cockpit off the rocket to use as an ashtray and poked the air with his cigar.


‘Now, Ambassador. To business. Europe. You’ll love it, all our Foreign Service staff do. Can’t get them home when their time’s up – they say serving in Lima after London is impossible. So be warned.’


Strether made non-committal noises. The silent circular rhythms of the clock were mesmerising; the white-painted office with its ventilators off was stuffy.


The President swung his legs off the desk and concentrated. ‘What we want to know, Ambassador, is what the hell’s going on over there? It’s supposed to be such a humdinger, a great success story. Population is bigger than ours plus the Japs’ put together, and gross national income more than twice the USA’s. A big player, and a highly advanced society, as you’ll see for yourself. But something’s wrong. We get sporadic reports of demonstrations. And there’s more. For example: who the devil are the boat people who keep getting washed up in Florida and elsewhere?’


Strether blinked. ‘Boat people?’


‘Yeah, we’ve kept it out of the news. Or where it’s leaked out locally, we’ve hinted they were illegal immigrants – nobody cares about them. The latest group washed up in the Gulf of Mexico last month. About twenty men and a couple of females in a leaky old tub. Some had odd tattoos on their thumbs. The strange thing was they were incoherent – babbling rubbish, not making any sense. Some died within a few days though physically they’d seemed in fair shape. The previous batch all died within a few weeks of arrival. When we made discreet inquiries to Brussels, we got a bland assurance that there were no problems, and that these people could be returned at any time.’


‘Are we sure they’re Europeans?’ Strether asked, for want of anything more profound to offer. This was news to him. ‘I mean, if they were Spanish-speakers …’


‘No, they were Europeans for sure. From various regions, though mostly they communicated in English. English-English, if you see what I mean. And some had papers. But what beats me is this: why would anybody want to escape Europe, let alone by such dangerous means? And what in heaven’s name is wrong with them?’


‘Is it catching, sir?’ Strether asked anxiously.


‘No, no, not as far as we can tell. Though we kept them in isolation, of course. And tests are being run. But so far, no answers. It’s been going on a year or so now, apparently; since before my time.’ There was a pause; the tobacco fumes formed themselves into an opaque blue haze a metre above the desk. With that mop of golden hair and his smooth-shaven cheeks the President seemed to emerge from a heavenly cloud. His boyish good looks had been a significant factor in his victory.


An idea occurred to the new Ambassador. ‘What age did you say they were?’


The President consulted his powerbook. ‘Ah, smart thinking. Yes, they were young. Well, under forty. The mystery may well have some link with the demography of Europe, if that’s what you have in mind. That is most unusual. The Europeans will tell you that first they sorted deaths from the environment – cholera, typhoid and such. Then the infections of childhood like scarlet fever and polio, so by a century ago the average infant could expect to reach its eightieth birthday. A higher life expectancy than in the US, it has to be confessed – but those countries had socialised medicine, and we didn’t. So: more recently, everyone’s concentrated on the ageing process. And, by and large, cracked it.’


‘Alzheimer’s, arthritis, osteoporosis, prostate cancer, strokes, poor circulation: that sort of thing?’ Strether supplied.


‘Right. You and I will never suffer from them. Nor our wives – oh, I’m sorry, Strether, I didn’t mean that.’


‘She was a Christian Scientist,’ Strether replied, with dignity. He was used to such unintentionally cruel remarks. When transfusions had become necessary, she had refused. The death, the loss, still hurt, deep inside; time had not lessened it. What remained, too, was a dark loneliness, a need for companionship that had never been filled. He sighed. ‘To be frank, sir, I think she’d had enough. Despite the improvements in treatment, it’s still pretty savage. And expensive.’


The President paused sympathetically and sipped his drink. ‘The Europeans will regard that attitude as strange, I guess. They provide most of those life services free, plus nursing-home care, though God knows how they can afford it. One big distinction between us and the Europeans – they regularly spend half their national income through the state and don’t bat an eyelid over it. They don’t see the loss of liberty that entails. Here, Congress rightly limits us to no more than one dollar in three. The result’s an explosion in the numbers of old people over there. And they’re healthy. Boy! More than half the European population is over fifty and a full quarter of the workforce is over seventy. No wonder they’ve abolished age discrimination. Be careful: it’s even forbidden to say jokingly of someone that he’s past it.’


‘I’ll take that on board, sir.’ Strether’s head was beginning to ache in the airless heat. Outside, he could hear faint rumbles as traffic began to move again. A child laughed somewhere in the building.


‘You’ll meet a lot of octogenarians. In high places, too. They’re running the show, especially behind the scenes. Some of the top ranks in the European civil service were born back in the days of President Clinton. The second one – Chelsea, I mean.’


‘They don’t see this as an issue?’ Strether was puzzled.


‘No, they don’t. They have huge private pension and insurance funds. Vast operations, billions upon billions. The old are not a problem – the opposite, in fact: they have enormous spending power. Clout, in other words. We never got anywhere near that. Makes me as President distinctly envious, when we’re still tinkering with Medicare. So why would young people want to escape this earthly paradise?’


‘Maybe that’s why, sir. With the top jobs blocked, it won’t feel like paradise to them,’ Strether ventured.


‘You could be right. But aged leaders, of whom you’ll meet a lot, are nothing new in Europe. The British had Gladstone and Churchill as Prime Ministers in their eighties. The Russians had a procession of them, like Yeltsin, well past his prime. The Chinese too: in imperial and Communist days alike, geriatrics ruled. Funny how these ancients clung to power just as their empires were heading for collapse, isn’t it?’


‘D’you think that’s likely to happen, sir? There’s been talk,’ Strether asked quickly.


The President snorted. ‘There’s been talk of the European Union breaking up since the day it was founded. That’s over a hundred and fifty years ago. It’s a helluva long time since the Scandinavians seceded, then saw sense and came back. They quickly discovered which side their smörgåsbord’s buttered. On the other hand, if there were tensions, if the Union began to split, or weaken: east–west, or north–south …’


Strether waited. Kennedy waved a hand, vaguely. ‘Not a matter for my newest ambassador. I don’t need you or anyone to start intriguing. But it must be obvious. If the Union weakened, then this Union could be the gainer. I wouldn’t object to the USA being leader of the free world once more, as we used to be.’


Strether felt himself utterly out of his depth. He examined the carpet for a moment. ‘I guess I’m going to find daily life quite a shock there.’


‘No doubt about that.’ The President aimed at the ceiling and blew a perfect smoke ring. It shimmered briefly above his head like a halo before slowly dissipating. ‘We still have a lot in common. Genetically we’re pretty much the same stock. But you’ll find them a godless bunch, by and large, compared with Americans. Here, we believe in God and we attend divine service at least once a week, mostly. Officially they’re the same, but in truth the majority in western Europe are atheists or agnostics – or claim to be – and only ten per cent go to church. It makes a difference.’


‘It means they have no worries about playing God. The genetics programme.’ Strether shuffled his feet unhappily.


‘Precisely. Americans take a – a more fundamentalist view. We are Christian conservatives: and, may I add, I am proud to be counted in that number.’ The President’s chin went up. Then he shrugged. ‘To be honest, they suffered a lot more from the mid-twenties explosions. Much nearer than us. We only got the tail-end of that man-made mayhem. They were breathing, eating and sleeping under a radioactive cloud. Perhaps if we’d seen the same genetic damage, we’d have made similar laws.’


Coming from the President of the United States that was remarkably tolerant, Strether noted. Opinions on the matter were usually expressed with far greater ferocity. A thought occurred to him. ‘Say, were these – ah, refugees – copies?’


‘We’re trying to find out.’ The President tapped the dying cigar into his makeshift ashtray and examined its ash regretfully. ‘Look, Strether, I don’t like the idea any more than you do. It gives me the shivers. But what you got to get into your head is that copies are people. You can’t tell by looking at them – no outward signs, no labelling. Though, incidentally, if you use the term “clone” anywhere in Europe you’ll get a smack in the mouth. And everybody will deny they exist. The term is “NT” – nuclear transplant. Because that’s how they’re made.’


Strether nodded glumly. ‘NT’ it would have to be. ‘It’ll be difficult, sir,’ he mumbled.


The President wagged a finger. ‘For God’s sake, don’t forget it. We can’t afford any undiplomatic incidents. Keep this in mind: these people have the same manners, the same looks, and the same rights as everyone else. What happened at the point of conception – if, indeed, they were conceived at all – isn’t branded into their foreheads. Those stories about how they have no fingerprints? Absolute balls. No way of distinguishing them.’


‘That’s why it’s banned in the US,’ Strether murmured.


‘It’s been banned from federal funds, yes, since nineteen ninety-seven, but that’s not the only reason.’


‘Sir?’


The President grinned. ‘At college I took a double semester’s credit on medical ethics. The moment I got here I called for the secret files. You know cloning was legal in various states for a while? Then it went bottoms-up in California, before you and I were born. A group of militant homosexuals had wormed their way into the top laboratories. They had a mission to prove that they were normal; the plan was that the more people there were like them, the less they’d be seen as freaks. The parents had no idea. But a gay lifestyle doesn’t involve loads of babies. A generation later, when the fertility rate in that state dropped to almost zero somebody got suspicious. They’d screwed up the gene bank good and proper. The whole operation was shut down and Congress passed the fiftieth amendment.’


‘It’s illegal to play with genes in America.’


‘Exactly. Our pastors and preachers act as guardians; we politicians take the path of least resistance. But in Europe, the practice is widespread. For them, it’s the logical next step of medical science. And they, believe it or not, see it as progress.’


‘We use it in cattle. Have done for ages.’


‘And it works. That’s the problem.’ The President stubbed out his cigar and drained his glass. The child’s laughter was more insistent, and closer now. ‘Extra intelligence, resistance to disease, stamina, wisdom, all at the push of a laboratory button. Master-race stuff, may the dear Lord preserve us. You will find it – interesting.’ Strether raised the remains of his bourbon in a toast.


‘I will pledge to do my best, sir.’ The two men rose, the President wafting away the tell-tale pungency with a sheepish grin. Strether hesitated. ‘One more thing, sir. I can’t exactly ask them to their faces. But will the senior people I meet – the Prime Minister, the head of the civil service, people like that – will they be clones?’


The President frowned. Swiftly Strether corrected himself. ‘I mean – ah – NTs.’


‘Yep.’ James Kennedy responded brusquely, for it was seldom admitted in polite company. He moved towards the door, hand outstretched. ‘Just about every one of them; at least, the members of what they call the upper castes. Your maid and chauffeur will probably be, well, like us. But whatever happens, you treat ’em with the deference they deserve. Make sure of it.’


Strether swallowed. ‘Even the King?’


‘Especially the King. Who in his right mind would do a thankless job like that, unless he was bred to it? Ambassador, stop worrying. You’ll do your country proud. Don’t forget to pack your auto-translator: you’ll need it. And come back when it’s all over: Colorado will be waiting.’


At that point the door flew open. A small boy stood boldly in a purple tracksuit, his azure eyes and white-blond hair proclaiming his paternity. He raised his head and sniffed suspiciously.


‘Daddy, you’ve been smoking,’ the child announced severely. ‘What are we to do with you?’




 





Strether could still feel that firm handshake, still see his President’s clear eyes and pearly teeth. The child’s confidence and looks had also touched his heart: that dynasty would continue. Dozens more questions had whirled in his mind, but the opportunity had gone. The answers would have to be found on this side of the ocean.


And maybe other gaps could be filled. It was three years since his wife had died, but longer than that since she had fallen sick. The ache in his breast did not disturb him much in Colorado where her presence was almost tangible, surrounded as he was by her Navajo artefacts, her furniture and pictures, her favourite books. He had not been tempted as he danced on the ship, but the pretty women had been a reminder. In Europe he would face many strange offerings. Perhaps a man could respond. If he wanted to, if the need was there. And it was.


A steward approached, his uniform crisp and starched, gold braid on each epaulette. Out of the corner of his eye, Strether noticed that the movement was tracked by an on-shore camera. He felt an urge to wave, to announce his arrival.


‘Your Excellency, welcome to Europe. On behalf of the staff and crew of the King William V, thank you for voyaging with us. We hope we’ll see you again. Your limousine has arrived on the dockside. Will you come this way, sir?’



















Chapter Two





‘Strictly speaking, Ambassador, you’re accredited to the Court of St James’s. Hope it doesn’t feel too odd to be coming to Buckingham Palace first.’ The Lord Chamberlain snickered, in a way that told Strether this was a standard jest.


‘We do still have St James’s,’ the old man went on. ‘For proclamations of a new sovereign and such. But mostly it’s used for commercial purposes. Business lunches, company training conferences and the like. It has to earn its keep.’


Strether kept a tactful silence. His escort, Sir John Lanscombe, was tall and narrow-framed. He stepped as if his joints were stiff; he must have been over eighty. Above the black tail-coat and starched white tie the Adam’s apple bobbed painfully up and down as if searching for a hearty meal. The mouth was thin-lipped, the eyes pale blue and fringed with sandy lashes, but the pate was fashionably bald. The style was patrician, ascetic, as if self-discipline had been elevated to a primary virtue. Strether sucked in his paunch and pulled back his own shoulders. The surveillance cameras would notice any laxity; he was not yet used to their ubiquitous presence. He might be broader-beamed than the Lord Chamberlain but he was not ashamed of his appearance, even if the court dress and sash of office felt a little silly.


‘This way. This is the Throne Room. Now, do you have your letters patent? The King and Prince Marius will be with you in a few moments. As the representative of a foreign power, Ambassador, you may bow if you wish, but you’re not one of his subjects so it is up to you. And you can stay for lunch? Excellent.’


Strether was left alone. He gazed around. It had been brave of the British to leave Buckingham Palace intact, marooned along with Clarence House, Lancaster House and other fine buildings on an island out in the enlarged Thames. The Mall ended abruptly in a small dock at which the Royal Barge was moored. A single Tudor Beefeater looking hot in cherry velvet marched slowly around the Victoria Memorial, picking up bits of litter, while guards in striped pantaloons and burnished breastplates lounged sleepily at the gates. The desalination plant, hidden behind a gold-painted trellis topped with crowns and powered by solar panels, provided fresh water for the properties and for the lavish fountains and fish-filled lakes in the gardens. The turrets and chimneys of the palaces were duplicated by their reflections in the river’s glassy surface. Strether could see at once, however, that the cost of removing such magnificence to higher ground would have been prohibitive.


His brief tour had shown him that most of the principal State Rooms were on the first floor, approached up a double curved staircase which, he had been languidly informed, had been remodelled for King George IV, almost three hundred years earlier, at a cost of £3,900. Old pounds, that was. His brain struggled to reconvert first into dollars then euros and gave up. From the thickness of the gilding on the curlicued balustrade and everywhere else he looked – he dared not touch – it must have been an enormous sum for its day. He could not help noticing that the chairs in the Green Drawing Room were a mite threadbare, but they were probably three hundred years old too, owned by a Royal Family that had been strapped for cash for generations.


The room he found himself in was as magnificent as any he had ever seen; the grandeur took his breath away. No Las Vegas imitation could compete. Gold and red, purple and white, imperial colours, gleamed everywhere. The wallpaper was of red watered silk, the curtains, two metres or more high, with braided pelmets, of crimson velvet trimmed in purple. His feet sank into a patterned carpet laid on a wood floor polished to a high sheen, which creaked as he walked. Above his head seven chandeliers sparkled; in the ceiling frieze he could make out the symbols of what once had been the United Kingdom – the harp, lion, the leek and the thistle. Under a richly carved canopy, heavy with more velvet, stood two thrones on a dais, their backs embroidered with the ‘WVIR’ and ‘P’ of King William VI and his queen, Patricia.


The English (though not the Scots) had decided they liked their monarchy, despite oscillations of opinion over the century. Strether managed to identify the initials on the backs of the other chairs: EIIR must be Queen Elizabeth II, who died in – when was it? – 2030 at the age of 105, her son Charles having predeceased her. So there was no chair for Charles III. The line had passed to his son William V (after whom the liner had been named), who abdicated during the middle years’ uprising: by then he had become a nervous recluse who had never enjoyed his regal status and was, the history books implied, glad to go. His daughter Anne II took over at the Restoration and did an excellent job of re-establishing support for royalty as an institution. She retired in favour of her son, Prince Mark, who died tragically in an accident before he could be crowned. Thus from his accession in 2090, and for the first time in living memory, the nation had a young king, Anne’s grandson William VI. The monarch was about thirty.


‘Good morning, good morning!’ A stocky man in a simple blue tunic and trousers hurried in. He was fresh-faced, sandy-haired, with the prominent Windsor nose. ‘I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. Do pull up a chair.’


Strether was taken aback. This was the King? He had expected a much grander entry. The monarch’s unassuming manner was infectious, however, so he shook the hand that was offered and decided to dispense with the bow. The envelope with its crest of the Office of the President of the United States of America was duly presented.


Behind the King entered a slim, taller man, a little older, dark-haired and sallow-complexioned with a cool, intelligent expression. He, too, wore the day suit of tunic and narrow trousers but with a more military cut. The newcomer glided smoothly to position chairs – thrones, Strether realised wildly, as he seated himself gingerly on the edge of one – until the trio was comfortably intimate, knees almost touching.


‘Oh, sorry, I forgot. This is Prince Marius Vronsky. He’s my cousin, and representative here of the other crowned heads of Europe. And an elected member of the House of Lords, of which he’s far too proud. But mostly he’s my friend.’ Strether and the Prince shook hands and eyed each other. A door opened and a maid entered with coffee on a tray. Marius brought a small table and helped her to pour.


‘So! Welcome to the European Union,’ the King continued. ‘Been over here before, have you?’


‘No, not at all, sir,’ Strether answered. ‘Not seen that much of my own country either, to tell you the truth. I was a rancher, out west.’


‘Like in the old movies. Did you ride a horse?’


‘Oh, yes, I was brought up on them. Mostly we ranch with microlites and trail bikes, but there’s something special about a horse. They’re cheaper, and environmentally friendlier. And you can talk to them, and they don’t answer back.’


‘Helps if you have to go find a lost doggie, yeah?’ The King’s eyes were shining. A smile played on Marius’s lips.


‘We don’t lose ’em, sir. Every beast is microchipped at birth and we can track ’em by satellite. But, yes, we do have to go dig ’em out of odd places sometimes.’


‘Your life sounds much more entertaining than mine,’ the King replied wistfully. ‘Still, I’m born to it. I ride for ceremonial occasions; the tourists love to see me. I think that’s the main justification of my existence, really.’


Born to it. Strether swallowed. The President had said the King must be – born to it. No, bred to it. The King was the first of those – what was it? – NTs – he had met up close. The first, at any rate, of whom he had been aware. Though maybe the Lord Chamberlain was too. How could you tell? Of course, such people appeared on US television and he had seen documentaries on how it was done, but never before had he breathed the same air as one. He studied the young face thrust eagerly so near to his, and began a rambling saga of a night lost on the prairie to give himself time to think.


Absolute prejudice dominated discussion at home about these matters. Wild and frightening tales circulated, designed to bolster the prohibition against such practices. Yet the King looked perfectly normal. Everything moved and functioned precisely as it was supposed to: the blue eyes shone, the skin creased convincingly, the hair was evidently not retouched, though trimmed close to the scalp. An earring gleamed discreetly in one ear. The front teeth were capped, but that was common enough among public figures. He bore a strong resemblance to Diana, Princess of Wales, his great-great-grandmother, but that, too, could have been engineered. It could all have been false; it could all have been real. How was a newcomer to know?


Strether faltered. It dawned on him that he had expected NTs to be more android in appearance, with some tell-tale indication of their origin. The image in his mind was of a manufactured human. He wrestled inwardly and spun out his story as the King peppered him with questions. This youth was something made, manipulated – a Frankenstein’s monster. Strether realised he had been convinced (if subconsciously) that such creatures must have a mark to give them away. Nothing as crude as a piece of metal protruding from their necks, or extra nostrils or deformed earlobes. But something, surely. The President had said not. It was a shock to realise that the President must be correct. With no signs, that made it harder. Strether bit his lip.


Prince Marius had been observing him. ‘Ambassador, if you are new to our continent perhaps you will do me the honour of allowing me to show you around?’ The slight accent betrayed that English was not his first language. Another NT, probably. His hair and eyes were dark: not, then, the same genetic material as the King, despite the description ‘cousin’.


‘That’d be kind of you,’ Strether accepted gratefully. ‘I’d like to see – everything, I guess.’


‘Well, we’ll fix that,’ the Prince replied. He turned to the King. ‘Our other guests should have arrived. Perhaps, now that the official business is done, we can move to the Music Room? I ordered lunch to be set out there. It’s so much cosier than the State Dining Room, don’t you agree?’


It had been done so elegantly. Strether felt checked over, categorised and made welcome all at once, through a faultless performance that must have been repeated many times. The Prince’s invitation must mean he had passed muster. Still, he felt uneasy.




 





Obediently Strether followed as the King, still talking animatedly, led the way through great carved doors, some of which needed both hands tugging hard to open. Marius brought up the rear. Strether had expected uniformed flunkeys, but apart from the maid who had served coffee no servants were in sight. Evidence abounded that cleaning staff were also in short supply: a large cobweb hung from a chandelier in the State Dining Room and gobbets of dust disturbed by their passage skittered away into corners. While the opulence was overwhelming, Strether wondered whether the King and his wife didn’t live quietly upstairs in a modest apartment.


As if reading his mind, Marius remarked, ‘Not the most practical house these days, I’m afraid. His Majesty is determined to keep it up, though. His grandmother, the former Queen, held court in a detached property near Hampstead, but it wasn’t the same.’


Strether remembered the open space of his own ranch-house, its extended glass wall giving breathtaking views over a lake, the brown hills hazy in the distance. That was far more to his taste than this endless red plush, the tatty edges, the faint mustiness in every corner.


‘We get an annual grant from the European Union,’ Marius was continuing. ‘Then the President, Herr Lammas, can make use of the state apartments when he’s in London. He brings his entire household and the palace gets a thorough spring-clean! But he prefers to stay at the Dorchester. Here we are.’


They had entered a sumptuous blue room with marble pillars, its ceiling the most flamboyantly decorated yet. Exquisite pieces of blue and gold china – Meissen? Sèvres? Strether didn’t know – adorned every flat surface, most of which were also marble, but aquamarine in colour. Instinctively he held his hands at his sides to avoid knocking anything priceless to perdition. He did recognise Shakespeare in bas relief at one end, and paused in awe before double-life size portraits of the King’s ancestors.


‘The Georges were hideous,’ the King commented, ‘and several of my ancestors carried the haemophilia gene. And porphyria. So much misery – changed the course of history, too. Poor Tsar Nicholas! I’d far rather live now, when we can eliminate defects. Wouldn’t you?’ There must be an etiquette, Strether brooded. At home the subject was taboo; whenever it was raised, it provoked fierce controversy. The careers of prominent politicians who had dared to suggest genetic therapy might have its virtues had been destroyed overnight. Instead, dwarfs could still be seen on the streets of Denver, or children with ill-repaired hare lips or those bulbous foreheads that had appeared during the 2020s. Playing around with genes was anathema, even where the benefits were obvious and easily obtainable. Not that the corrective surgery wasn’t on tap, but without publicly-funded medicine it wasn’t much use, not for the poor.


Marius had gone ahead and flung open a door into a room with a floor-to-ceiling bow window: the Music Room where, legend had it, Princess Diana had learned to tap-dance. The view out of the window was of the tranquil Thames, which was close to its widest at this point. The floor was a delicate circular marquetry of black, browns and tans; the massive columns supporting the cupola were of black marble, which shimmered in the light reflected from the water. The effect was to enhance the isolation of the palace from the bustling metropolis a few kilometres to the north. A table had been set for lunch; a single footman in a white jacket held a tray of drinks.


Four men, the Lord Chamberlain and three others, glasses in hand and smartly attired in well-cut tunics, some with ribbons of office at their throats, acknowledged their entrance. Another man in army khaki stood slightly to one side. The King leapt forward eagerly to make introductions.


‘Do you know Sir Lyndon Everidge, our Prime Minister? And this is Maxwell Packer, one of our media tycoons and a great supporter of the monarchy. Our friend from the military is Mike Thompson, my attaché.


‘And lastly, this splendid chap is Sir Robin Butler-Armstrong, the Perm Sec. That stands for Permanent Secretary – he’ll be around years after the rest of us have come and gone. He is head of the civil service in London.’


‘Which means he runs everything, along with his mates in Brussels and Frankfurt,’ added Sir Lyndon, as he greeted the Ambassador. The Prime Minister was a squat, solidly built man with thick jowls and piercing eyes; about seventy years old, Strether judged, but vigorous, almost bullock-like in presence. His suit was made from a shiny metalloid fabric that hissed as he moved, as if hinting at its wearer’s slippery character.


The civil servant bowed slightly. He was older than the Prime Minister and quite similar in appearance to the Lord Chamberlain. Startled, Strether saw how a desired (perhaps, fashionable) genetic pattern could begin to make too many men look like brothers. But the Prime Minister was of different stock – or, since his eyes were exactly the same light colour as Sir Robin’s, was he? Strether began to feel confused. He knew he must stop himself dwelling on the issue, or he would lose track of what they were saying – and of the job in hand.


The attaché was the tallest, a rugged, muscular figure, with regular features and a calm, disciplined manner. He appeared to regard himself as a lower rank than the others, and busied himself rather as Marius had, moving chairs and ensuring that the King and the geriatric Lord Chamberlain had everything they wanted. The strong, silent type, Strether reckoned, as he concentrated on the others.


The media owner had a knowing, sardonic air. He was trim, of medium height with long-lashed dark eyes, not dissimilar to Marius’s. Maybe there was some eastern European blood in both. Packer seemed not to blink at all, but gazed coolly from King to Ambassador and back again without a word. Strether immediately resolved to guard his tongue in the man’s presence. The camera on the opposite wall had already registered their arrival and was swivelling silently from one to another. Strether wondered crossly who was looking at them, and whether anyone in Europe was guaranteed privacy if even the King was not.


The eight men settled themselves at the white-clothed table where they were served by the sole footman and the maid. In deference to himself as guest, Strether noted, the wines were Californian, though modern taste would have condemned the climate as too hot to compete with the world’s finest. He’d have preferred a cold beer.


Maxwell Packer was speaking, with a faintly colonial twang. ‘Don’t take any notice of them, Ambassador, when they talk like that. They all went to the same school. They’ve been plotting how to run Europe since they learned to walk.’


‘Call me Bill,’ Strether invited diffidently. ‘It is my name. Lambert William Strether. The Fourth. But Bill for short.’


‘Ignore Max, Strether,’ the Prime Minister responded. ‘He may be half-Australian, but he went to our school too, though he was in the class of seventy-eight whereas I was there in forty-nine and our Perm Sec, who knocks everyone into a cocked hat age-wise, stalked the famous corridors in thirty-five or thereabouts.’


‘Which school is that?’ Strether inquired, his mouth full of oat bread. The starter was smoked farmed tuna, which tasted cheap; the menu card offered a choice of main course, kangaroo, shark or the vegetarian dish, roast truffles, all local produce. At home he could live for ever on beef – or lamb, at a push – but both had long since disappeared from European menus, to the grief of American and antipodean exporters.


‘ÉNA, of course,’ the King answered. ‘I refused to go, and fortunately my grandmother was indulgent. What do I need to know about administration? Not my role – it’s theirs. A rough Scottish upbringing suited me. I’m one of the few people in Britain allowed a hunting licence to keep down the deer, and it wouldn’t be much use if I couldn’t shoot.’ Strether was looking blank. The King took pity. ‘ÉNA. The school. The school. It’s French. The École Nationale d’Administration. Oh, you explain it, Marius.’


‘Set up in nineteen forty-five by General de Gaulle,’ the Prince took up the line. ‘It started as a university in France for administrators and politicians. All parties. That’s why the French were so dominant at the start of the European Union; you could say that the Énarques were the driving force behind the whole achievement. Students from other countries attend also. Anyway, it’s now the supreme academy for everyone who counts throughout Europe. If you’re not a graduate, you’ll find it much harder to get to the top. And if you do –’


‘You’ll float up there effortlessly!’ the King finished. Strether could see that Sir Robin was not amused, while the Prime Minister regarded the exchange with more indulgence. Maxwell Packer was laughing softly and crumbling a bread roll without eating it, as if he had heard the joke many times. Opposite Strether Prince Marius half smiled.


‘So how influential is it? For example, how many people round this table went to ÉNA, are – what did you say? – Énarques?’ Strether asked. He struggled to pronounce it as they had –Ayna. Aynark.


Five hands went up. The King, the attaché and Strether were the odd men out. The officer shrugged. ‘Sandhurst. And Oxford, I’m afraid.’ He said no more.


‘Bit like the playing fields of Eton, I fear.’ Marius caught Strether’s eye. ‘But in reality ÉNA is superb. We’ve tried setting up rival establishments elsewhere; there’s an annexe in my home town of Budapest, and the LSE up in Hemel Hempstead. The press have their own college, but still the most ambitious families like Maxwell’s send their offspring to ÉNA. The network of contacts, the intense training – ideally suited to the gifted students selected to go there – makes the place invaluable. Max is absolutely correct. ÉNA’s contribution is not merely a matter of past glories. It’s still the driving force behind the Union. Even more so, these days.’


‘We are governed by an Énarchy, you might say,’ Packer murmured mischievously. ‘Everything’s decided behind closed doors. Even what I can broadcast.’


There was a split second’s hiatus. Strether saw Sir Robin cast the newsman a sharp glance. It seemed to contain a mixture of annoyance and warning.




 





The conversation had moved on. Behind them river boats plied for trade, their occupants sheathed against the midday sun by full-sleeved shirts, Hong Kong straw hats and wrap-around sunglasses. Tourists trained vids on the palaces and craned to peek through the windows. A pink-eyed seagull cried and flapped at the glass before wheeling away. The boats’ wash made a soft plopping sound against the palace wall beneath the bay window.


At last Strether felt able to put down his fork. The kangaroo was supposed to taste like venison, but it was too bland and stringy, as if from overbred rather than wild stock. The staff cleared plates and brought exotic fruits and water ices. A delightful Estonian port began to circulate. Sir Robin dabbed his mouth with his folded napkin.


‘This house’ – his beautifully manicured hands and pale eyes directed Strether’s gaze to the rococo ceiling, the exquisite chandeliers –’is probably older than anything you’ve been in before, isn’t it? It was built around 1702, we believe, and acquired by King George III as a family home. It became known as the Queen’s House. At that date your country was still a collection of unattached colonies.’


‘He wasn’t mad, you know,’ the King said quickly. ‘Not that one. He’s the King George you Americans are supposed to hate. But there was nothing he could do.’


‘Quite,’ said Sir Robin. ‘Once the colonies knew their own strength, it was obvious that they would break away from the mother country. Such a pity.’


Strether gaped. They were talking about the crises of history as if they had happened yesterday, as if barely a moment ago the personages involved had walked out and slammed the nearest door: the echoes still floated in the air. American habits were exactly the opposite. Whatever had occurred fifty years or more before was ignored or ridiculed. As for household or personal items, everything more than two summers old was thrown out and replaced. It had always been thus. To do so was patriotic, providing jobs for American workers. Here, they seemed to prefer old things. He shifted his weight on the creaky antique chair and, to reassure himself, reached for a ready-peel baby pineapple.


‘They kept rebuilding the house so they never had a chance to enjoy it,’ the King added. ‘The first monarch to live here was Queen Victoria.’ His lips were smeared with fluorescent water-ice: children’s food. But, then, he was the host. ‘D’you know, during the interregnum it was used as a twilight home. And down in the basement was the Metropolitan Police’s arsenal. The crumblies wouldn’t have slept so sound in their cots had they seen the flame-throwers and bombs a few metres below!’


‘A bad time,’ the Prime Minister growled. His face had darkened; he seemed to have taken offence at the King’s jocular reference to the aged. Strether was reminded of the President’s caution about age discrimination. The port was passed swiftly around. ‘Thank heaven the voters saw sense. Here, and in much of the rest of the Union.’


‘And now we have more crowned heads than at any time since the Union’s establishment.’ Maxwell Packer smiled at the young King. ‘Isn’t that right, sir?’


‘Well, we’re useful, that’s what it is, for the tourists, and ceremonial. I’m a fine figure on a horse, I told you. We don’t complain, we’re punctual, and we take a lovely photograph. Plus we’ve learned our lesson and we don’t cause trouble. How on earth do you manage, Strether?’


Strether spoke carefully. ‘The same way they do in France and Denmark. They elect their king for seven years like us, with many of the powers that medieval monarchs had. Only ours is called a president. Checks and balances, for sure, to keep any excesses at bay. If he’s capable, he’ll be re-elected. Or she. Then that’s it. So the country can’t be saddled with an absolute disaster.’


‘We haven’t had any absolute disasters,’ the King objected. ‘Anyway, I can’t actually do anything. It’s down to Parliament for local questions, or Brussels for economics and stuff. Frankfurt for the money. Honestly, Strether, both the PM here and Prince Marius in the House of Lords have more clout than me. I can’t even vote.’


‘It doesn’t seem to bother you,’ Strether ventured, ‘that so little is decided in London. I mean, we Americans have had our battles over states’ rights, but you seem to have conceded far more to the – ah – the centre than we have.’


‘That’s an outdated debate.’ Sir Robin frowned. ‘Fact is, Britain was becoming a very insignificant place. On the fringes of the continent, isolated. Our culture was in danger of dying out. Our youngsters were leaving in droves for the richer shores of the mainland. Anyway, people eventually got fed up, always being left out.’


‘Or, if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em,’ the King added joyously. ‘So for the last eighty years my country – sorry, region – has given up any fantasy about independence and opted instead to be committed to the Union. Like your Rhode Island or Louisiana. And far better we are for it.’


‘Absolutely.’ The Prime Minister nodded vigorously. ‘And, Strether, we do bloody well out of it. Vast chunks of subsidy. Plus we practically run the place, you know. We provide many of the Union’s civil servants. Most senior officers of the European Armed Forces are from England – like Thompson here – and Scotland, and we train the lot at Sandhurst. The combined forces command uses English. So if they have to attack the Chinks, they’ll do it yelling, “God for England, Harry and St George!”’ He laughed uproariously at his own witticism, jowls wobbling.


‘Rubbish.’ The newsman rose good-humouredly to the bait. ‘Anglophile nonsense, Strether. Fortunately most of the regular soldiers are German, though I shouldn’t repeat that outside. And the Turks and Bosnians are fine, when we can get them off their prayer mats.’


‘You see the dilemmas?’ The Prime Minister grinned at Strether and spread his hands. ‘Your Union in America, Ambassador, has sixty states with two languages. Ours has forty-two former countries, forty-six regions, thirty-five languages. Thank heaven for auto-translators, though I loathe ’em. But Sir Robin is right. It works, somehow. Probably because of ÉNA. We’re prosperous beyond our imaginings; safe, with the Army securely in place at the frontier, where it belongs. And, whatever our distinguished newshound here implies, with English as the lingua franca.’


Maxwell Packer tapped his nose. ‘I publish in whatever language will sell. But in the Union we had a communications problem, and an obvious solution. With thirty-five languages the cost of translation was astronomical, Strether. Even so, that left out many regional dialects, like Catalan and Breton.’ (‘And Welsh,’ the King interjected.) ‘That was before those dreadful auto-translators. My father was in Brussels at the time. He told me interpreters seeking a bonus could halt proceedings at the drop of a hat by downing headphones. Then meetings had to be chaired by the Dutch, who understood everybody. So official translations were eventually limited to languages spoken in more than one region. Hence English, yes. But also German. And, when anyone can remember it, French.’


Language ability would have been high on the list when their parents selected their infant genes. It dawned on Strether that, with the exception of himself, the entire conversation could have been conducted as easily by the others in several living languages. And possibly in dead ones such as Serbo-Croat and Greek as well.


‘Nor should you assume, though I say it with respect in the King’s house, that it is the King’s English that is commonly taught.’ Packer continued easily. ‘As a practitioner I should know. The classic syntax of Milton and Shakespeare, the cadences of Dr Johnson, the novelistic style of the cult authoress Catherine Cookson have been obliterated. Modern English owes more, Ambassador, to your American-English, through the influence of Hollywood, civil aviation and Microsoft.’


The Prime Minister scooped himself another portion of dessert. ‘I still say we should have made learning Chinese compulsory. China may not be hostile indefinitely. You’ve got to think ahead. Our grandchildren may bless us for it one day.’


‘So what about you, Strether?’ the King asked. ‘How does it feel, coming from a small country?’


Strether’s mouth opened and shut. ‘What do you mean, sir?’


‘Oh, well, not small, exactly. But not big, either. Smaller than us – the European Union. Russia alone is the world’s largest region, larger than China. I may not be bred for my brains, but I know that much. That makes Europe the biggest. Doesn’t it? And China’s second. You’re third. A third-world country.’ He tittered.


There was an embarrassed silence. The water-ice must have had alcohol in it; the King’s cheeks were flushed. ‘I suppose that’s right,’ Strether said doubtfully. ‘We’ve had to come to terms with that. But, you know, when you sit in the middle of that huge continent as I’ve done most of my life, you don’t see it that way. It’s only when you’re brought face to face with the – ah – true size and power of Europe, that it dawns on you.’


‘That was always the intention,’ Sir Robin said softly. ‘The founding fathers – ours, I mean, not yours – were determined to set up an empire to rival the Americans’. And, eventually, to outdo and eclipse you. Which we have.’


‘Don’t let it bother you, Strether,’ Maxwell Packer intervened smoothly. ‘We will stay friends. Hands across the Atlantic. The Special Relationship. And remember, we are in the front line against the Chinese, not you. It’s our troops who protect the liberties of the free world now. Though you’re always welcome to join in.’


Strether felt extremely uncomfortable and was conscious of having been put in his place. A career diplomat would have known what to say next; instead, he reached for his coffee and made a play of stirring it.


The elderly Lord Chamberlain appeared to be dozing. From time to time the officer prodded him gently upright, but otherwise seemed to have no role, though he was listening with quiet interest. Prince Marius also had said little. Strether caught his eye. Perhaps in response, Marius sat forward and made to change the subject by turning to the Permanent Secretary.


‘How are the plans for the Celebration going? You’re on the Committee, aren’t you?’


‘For my sins, yes.’ Sir Robin readily took centre stage. For Strether’s benefit, he added, ‘The Great Celebration, to which you, Ambassador, will be invited as a most honoured guest.’ He sighed. ‘It will be a busy year for firework manufacturers with the end-of-the-century commemorations. And next month, I suppose, one cannot avoid observing the anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Rome, but every year Europe Day drives me straight to my Prozac.’


He warmed to his theme. ‘Europe Day will be a mere rehearsal for the events on New Year’s Eve. The Tower of Babel writ large, with chaos thrown in. You wouldn’t believe such sensitivities still existed, or such puerilities. We are to have days on end of Latvian folk-dancing, Israeli transvestite popstars, Russian opera, Scandinavian plays – Strindberg and Ibsen, in Swedish. The Tibetan monastery in Scotland is putting on a day-long display of chanting. The Ukrainians are running a camel hunt. The Irish are reviving Riverdance, though they’ve forgotten the steps. The Venetians want a gondola race simultaneously up the Rhine, Thames, Seine and Oder tracked by the Astra 42 satellite. The Square Mile here in London is to have a four-week lottery game in which the winner breaks a bank. The only ones making any sense are the Saxon-Germans and French. The Saxons are offering an AleFest in every major city throughout the Union with free beer, while the French –’


‘– will do a cook-in in each region, with free perfume samples for every lady from sixteen to ninety-six!’ Maxwell Packer finished. ‘Well, why not? The French have always adored la différence. They like to give pleasure.’


‘Not lost our quintessential characters, as you see,’ the Prime Minister pointed out. He drained his glass. ‘That’s why ÉNA has become so important. The top boys and girls can talk to each other and get things done, while the ordinary mortals indulge themselves with folk-dancing. And we politicians rant, rave and exercise our modest influence through local assemblies weighted down with tradition. The House of Commons, I mean. To which, with apologies, sir, I must now return.’


Chairs were scraped back. The King rushed over to the door, heaved it open and could be heard calling to staff that the meal was finished. The Lord Chamberlain was awoken and helped to his feet. Hands were shaken once more, courtesies and compliments exchanged. The Prime Minister hurried off, followed at a more dignified pace by the two older men. The King and the attaché disappeared through another door. Packer seemed to know his bearings and slipped away. The soulless cameras followed his passage and paused as if bereft. Strether was left in the capable hands of Prince Marius, who walked him slowly through another set of fine rooms and back to the front courtyard.




 





‘Well, Strether, I hope you found that enjoyable.’ On his own Marius seemed larger, more dominant. It took some skill to wax and wane like that, always to fit in.


‘Bill,’ Strether said resignedly. ‘Call me Bill. Yes, it was fascinating.’


The Prince chuckled. ‘I’m sorry. We don’t use the given name here except for close intimates. It’s not polite. They are treating you with due decorum, in fact – going quite far in using your surname.’


‘Oh? I don’t get it.’


The two men strolled towards the gates, avoiding the fierce sun wherever possible. The embassy water-bus was waiting, lolling gently on the tide. The Thames sparkled invitingly; a cormorant on a post flexed black wings then suddenly lifted and dived, surfacing with a wriggling angel-fish in its beak. On the far shore the queue for the afternoon’s palace tour chattered excitedly. The Swiss Guards ceased to lounge at their approach and presented arms. Marius saluted.


‘The surname is used between those who went to school together. It’s the custom in Europe, implies they’ve known each other since childhood, which, in the case of upper castes, is likely to be true. But I’ll call you Bill, if you prefer. And I’m Marius.’


‘Thanks. And thanks for looking after me, Marius, I appreciate it. Say, did you mean it when you said you’d show me around?’


‘I’d be delighted. What would you like to see? Parliament, certainly. That will be arranged. The underground cities: yes, I know you have them, but nothing like ours. Global warming has changed everything drastically, you know. And you must inspect the troops at the front – Maxwell was right to mention that. Then how about leisure? You are not married, no? You can come with me to the Toy Shop, if you like.’


Strether allowed himself a quick smile. ‘Thanks for thinking of that. I’d like to get to know – I mean, I think it’s time …’ He stopped, embarrassed, but the younger man patted his arm.


‘Understood. I’ve read your file, naturally. We have some charming women over here. When you are in Brussels for Europe Day in May I will take you to our gentlemen’s club, the Forum. Now, have I missed anything important?’


Strether shuffled his feet. ‘I’d like to see …’ He hesitated. ‘Sorry. It’s difficult.’


Marius turned his back on the impassive guardsmen and spoke low. ‘You’d like to see the laboratories, is that it? You want to know about our genetic programme?’


Strether nodded dumbly. He was conscious of blushing furiously. Marius laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘Not open to the public, as you’d expect, but you’d be a privileged visitor. Leave it to me. But be warned. It can be quite a shock when you go there.’


‘Yes, I guess so. There are so many questions I want to ask. Will that be allowed?’


‘You can ask me. After your visit, preferably. I will try to be straightforward with you, my dear Bill, but just remember this. We in Europe are certain its activities are central to our well-being. Essential, indeed. We regard ourselves as in many ways far ahead of America, you know. Go with an open mind, and don’t be alarmed at what you see.’


They parted cordially and Strether settled into the water-bus. The Prince had declined the offer of a lift and was now hailing a water-taxi heading in the opposite direction. Strether envied the easy style of the young aristocrat: he seemed so comfortable, in contrast to the clumsy American who was painfully aware of how inadequate was the show he made in such sophisticated company.


But perhaps he should not have revealed that he had heard of the Toy Shop. Nor hinted that his curiosity might overcome any moral scruples, should the chance arise to visit. What he had had in mind, when the fair sex was mentioned, was not a lady who earned a living at it. Marius had spoken of charming women in Europe; those he had seen so far, though few to talk to, had impressed him mightily with their poise and grace.


Maybe it was only a matter of sending out the right signals when the moment arrived. And being watchful, ready. Like those damned cameras, whose eyes seemed to follow him wherever he happened to go.



















Chapter Three





‘You would think’ – Lisa Pasteur grunted to herself – ‘that with all the advances’ – gasp – ‘available to modern science’ – heave – ‘at the end of the twenty-first century,’ – pant – ‘we might have found some better way’ – oh, Lord – ‘of staying fit’ – puff – ‘without so much bloody effort.’


The rowing machine pinged. The six minutes were up. The drag on the flywheel slackened as the machine’s androgynous voice sighed encouragingly: ‘Well done, Lisa. You were within three per cent of your score two days ago.’


Lisa pushed back a lock of dark hair that had escaped from the sweat-band and wiped her brow on her forearm. She bowed her head till her pulse stopped racing, then reached for a capsule of isotonic concentrate. The chilled drink tasted both salty and sweet and made her grimace.


Time for a tone-up of her upper arms. Lying back on a bench, feet placed firmly on the ground, she swung the batons in tidy arcs over her head, twenty, forty times. Her shoulder muscles were protesting too early; the weights seemed heavier than usual. Still muttering crossly, she switched to the lateral-pull machine, seated herself squarely and reached upwards. At the first tug her spine jarred and she stopped dead. Darn it.


Perspiration beaded on her forehead and on the backs of her hands. In the training shoes, her toes wriggled stickily. The new non-metalloid leotard clung to her rib cage, showing off in silver and lilac stripes the womanly outlines of a flat stomach and curved hips. She chided herself for the momentary weakness that had allowed her to purchase the idiotic outfit. Self-coloured cotton was definitely more sensible.


Around her other lithe figures paused with words of sympathy. The sessions for the obese came later; experience had taught that both groups were happier if kept apart. The spring sunlight streamed through the skylights. Perhaps she should have gone for a run instead. As she stretched and towelled off, the wall computer offered the results of her monthly blood test. A pinprick at the start of the session was sufficient. Cancerous cells, nil. Pre-cancerous cells, below normal levels. Okay. Cholesterol: 4.2 mmol/litre. No risk of heart disease there. Haemoglobin, 14. Excellent, almost athlete standard. Thyroid function: satisfactory. Serum prolactin: 470 mu/1, serum FSH 3.8, LH 6.1. Consistent with pre-menstrual state. Prostaglandins, gamma linoleic acid (GLA): normal. Leucocyte count, high. Could that mean a mild respiratory infection?


Her back had ceased to twinge, but a bout of water relaxation would help. Medication would sort out both the PMT and the possible cold, but she would rather not take it. What was the point in introducing enhanced disease resistance into the genes then bludgeoning the system with chemicals? Instead she headed for the flotation tank: on a quiet afternoon in the gym she would have it to herself. As she entered, soft neon lights began to glow in ever-changing colours and Mozart’s flute and harp concerto filled the cubicle.


She felt unusually tense. Even on her back, with warm, viscous liquid lapping against her thighs and rose perfume in the ionised air about her face, conflicting thoughts jostled in her mind.


Thirty-four. Quite young; below the average age for marriage, and still with years to go before the average age of first conception. With hormone therapy, indeed, she could conceive any time up to her eighties. Strictly speaking, there were no limits; it was a matter of personal preference. The biological clock could be altered, suppressed or postponed at will. At any age eggs could be surgically removed and united with the designated sperm in vitro. Or ready-made fertilised cells, already inspected, might be selected from the bank. Motherhood could be bought off the shelf. But instinctively Lisa sensed that none of these advanced alternatives would do. The niggling desire for her own genetic baby had crept to the surface. It was as impossible to ignore, as much a part of her now, as the shape of her own breasts bobbing in the scented water.


The conception would be done under a microscope, of course. And once the embryo was created, the best that modern medicine could offer would swing into action. A surrogacy could be arranged, though a laboratory pregnancy was by far the safest. Since she was an NT and must protect herself, and her child, giving birth the old way was to be avoided. But she wanted her own baby, flesh of her flesh, bone of her bone. That much was undeniable, and had been for more than a year.


What was lacking was the man to share the partnership. And the joys, and horrors, of parenting.


The problem wasn’t sex, as such. The division between sex and childbearing was complete. The physical act had few undesirable consequences: except, unavoidably, that the unwary fell in love as ever, and could be betrayed or abandoned, their emotions in shreds. Nothing new about that; human nature did not alter. The other risks were few. Sexually transmitted diseases had been eradicated, first by vaccination then by genetic manipulation, though new bugs were an ever-present feature; nature was always, infuriatingly, one step ahead. Both men and women enjoyed casual liaisons and professed to suffer no damage. Lisa did not care for such lack of commitment and chose not to sleep around. She was not averse to a fling, but she had never learned to value sexual gratification for its own sake. She preferred to know the name of a partner whose hair she might find on her pillow in the morning.


What about the possibility of bearing a child without a partner? Artificial insemination was commonplace for professional women like herself, but its clinical heartlessness did not appeal. Nor did the murkier and mainly illegal processes that could reproduce a human replica from a scrap of one’s skin. So strong were the prejudices against such deviancy, indeed, that Lisa had not considered it for a moment. Such action required a misapplication of the genetic programmes on which she worked, to which she had devoted her life. She would not dream of doing that, for purely selfish purposes. And if she were found out, it would probably cost her her job.


It was far better to stay within society’s norms. Marriage had been through a bad patch until the turn of the century, as feminist theory conspired to make men expendable. Then the disaster of that movement’s long tail of detritus, sole-parent families – mostly women, mostly poor, their children distressed and at serious disadvantage – had at last hit home with policy-makers. The rejection of ‘independence’ in favour of ‘interdependence’ had been hesitant to begin with and had provoked furious debate. But women, Lisa reflected, had wished to have it all, and hormone therapy made that easy. Now monogamous marriage was celebrated as the best environment for both adults and children, and was encouraged by tax incentives, fashion and example.


She should be setting that example. The accepted pattern was a career lasting fifteen or twenty years, then wedlock and children. So she was right to be thinking about it, if a trifle early. A combination of family life and work was entirely acceptable for both partners, provided that neither parent was ever completely absent. That pattern, repeated research showed, was healthy both mentally and emotionally. The offspring were serene and comfortable individuals, able to accept responsibility and with high social skills. If this fomented laziness, especially among the highest castes, it could be countered by dosing the embryos with a dash of extra ambition. Her own parents had requested it for their children, which was why she occasionally felt driven, as in the gym. Beneath, though, was the growing realisation that she had begun to yearn for a settled homelife. The troubling questions were, How? and, Who with?


He had to be kind, but not necessarily handsome – appearance was so much a matter of transient taste, and as a scientist she prided herself on deeper values. Intelligent, certainly, though perhaps not in her own field: nightly conversations about her research would probably irritate rather than stimulate her. Older, possibly: a father figure had intense appeal. Mostly, it was his character that counted. And how much she meant to him, how much he cared, and how capable he was of telling her.


No man lingered round the corner. Nobody available, and suitable. Nobody terribly interesting, to tell the truth. Once, she had thought so, but the two of them had been too young and had drifted apart. The taste of love had lingered. She knew, or felt she knew, what love was about. The prospect did not frighten her, but it was daunting. And it was not the only worry she faced.


Her project at the genetic laboratory had reached a crucial stage. Within weeks she should discover why that chromosome kept breaking down, and set in train the arduous business of elimination. It galled her that mistakes had recently entered her realm with such regularity. Others might call her a perfectionist, but to Lisa it was a simple matter of scientific competence and control. To maintain the highest standards, everyone in the chain had to be devoted to the programme and respect its disciplines. Anything else was perverse and counterproductive. One might almost think that somebody wanted human chromosome 21 to keep breaking: somebody further up the line, faceless and nameless, who dealt with the early foetal material before it came anywhere near her own dispassionate investigations.


One thing was quite obvious: whoever it was, he (or she) was playing a dangerous game. Someone, perhaps, with an unfortunate taste for the macabre.




 





St Martin’s-in-the-Fields was deserted, as he knew it would be. At this time, early in the year, there were no festivals, no particular reasons to attend and thank God, though the blossom and the glory of early spring never failed to make his heart dance.


Mike Thompson slipped into a pew, knelt briefly then sat, hands clasped in his lap. The carved angels looked down mutely on a solidly built man in faded khaki drill, his face weather-beaten, his blue eyes deep-set, with that ruggedness Strether had noted at the palace. In the stillness of the afternoon, shafts of sunlight slanted from the church’s windows high above the oak gallery. The tips of ancient gilded plasterwork on the ceiling glowed as the light slowly shifted. Dust motes hung in the air.


He had sung here, in the choir, as a small boy. It was more common then, and quite acceptable, for the military to be believers. The third generation of NTs had only just made their appearance; older manners still predominated. Remembrance Sunday had not been abolished till 2070, ostensibly on the grounds that it had become obsolete. But the year before young Michael, then aged eleven, had sung ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ with gusto in a church over half full. Indeed, he could still recall the words of ‘Abide With Me’. Perhaps the dislike of commemorating the dead of forgotten European conflicts was understandable; the bones of the First and Second World Wars mouldered in neglected cemeteries, while the interregnum and even the Restoration were passing from living memory. The change, however, probably had more to do with the accession of the Russians to the Union in 2060 and the atheistic opinions of the newly elected Vice President, who claimed his ancestry back to Stalin. 






Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;


The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide …








The soldiers’ hymn. He hummed it under his breath, loath to disturb the peaceful stillness. I fear no foe with thee at hand to bless: Ills have no weight, and tears no bitterness. Sung on battlefields from time immemorial before facing the bullets; and at the end of a day, as the bloodied remains were collected and prepared for burial. Where is death’s sting? Where, grave, thy victory? Superstition, much of it. Both sides calling on their God for protection, and professing to believe in the same deity. Each man asking for personal protection that day, and for his comrades and loved ones. I triumph still –. Wishful thinking, of that he was convinced. No God of any value would take sides: the battles were of mankind’s own creation.






– if thou abide with me.








Yet the superstitions of the prayerful were irrelevant. The shallow simplicity of their belief did not rule out a superior power. If such a being existed, most soldiers would rather have it content than displeased. Thompson was bred, he had been told, with specially sharpened spatial and numeric abilities to broaden his martial range. His father, a renowned four-star general, had also requested psychological insight and man-management skills for his son, for whom he had great plans. Thompson suspected that his slowish progress up the promotion ladder – he had barely been gazetted as Brigadier at the age of forty, and had only just made it to Lieutenant-Colonel – might have made the old man impatient, had he lived to see it. The General had not approved of that International Studies degree at Oxford, either: idleness, he had called it. His son’s appointment as an aide to King William might have impressed him, though he would have spotted that palace duty could be mind-numbingly tedious. The father’s death when his son was at Sandhurst had freed the young man to grow at his own pace. None the less, it was at moments like this that Thompson was grateful for his traditional Christian upbringing.


Officially the Union was still God-fearing though its citizens were more than lax in attendance, in contrast to the durable fundamentalist revival in the USA. In Britain most churches had closed and had been converted into housing or mini-malls. Even the latter-day arrivals in Europe, Sikhs and Moslems, bewailed their vanishing congregations, while European Judaism was confined to a few squabbling suburbs in Golders Green, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.


As for Christianity, Serbian and Russian Orthodox observance had replaced Roman Catholicism as stylish among the glitterati. The Church of England had wilted under the burden of maintenance of its great cathedrals. One Archbishop of Canterbury had hit on an answer. It had been decided to save the jewel of the Anglican rite, Westminster Abbey, by dividing up the days of the week. An auction was held and sealed bids invited (the Catholics held aloof from what they regarded as a disreputable exercise). The results might have been foreseen. Night after night the ancient stones rang to the sounds of strange music, wails and caterwauls from New Age cults and the like, while an astonished public crept in to watch. That was why Mike Thompson preferred St Martin’s: he was alone, but still the church preserved an atmosphere of sanctity. The same could no longer be said of the Abbey.


Rationalise as one might, it was still helpful to believe, particularly in an occupation which required him to carry a laser gun at all times. In his jacket pocket lay his new orders, folded. He was doubly thankful; they would take him out of the palace frying pan (though that was unfair, the King was a kind and undemanding master), but at least, not into the fire. It was not North Africa, this time. The climate change which had wreaked havoc on Mediterranean vineyards had rendered the Magreb virtually uninhabitable. The sub-Saharan region had become a furnace in which nothing could survive outdoors at noon longer than twenty minutes. Why anyone should bother to fight over its empty wastes was beyond him; but they did, and had to be kept at bay.


Asia was not much better, but he was familiar with it. A command there was no picnic, especially if the Chinese decided to cut up rough. If he were to meet his Maker, Mike Thompson’s main reaction would be polite curiosity. Until then, he professed the religion of his forefathers. Especially just before his second posting to Outer Mongolia.




 





In life, in death, O Lord, abide with me …




 





The television studio was, to Princess Io’s surprise, no more than a black-painted box hardly large enough for herself, the interviewer and the paraphernalia of camera, video and sound equipment. In deference to her royal status and her age, the lights had been dimmed slightly but still they burned and made her skin itch. Maybe her son Marius had been right: he had recommended refusing this interview. But it was her favourite fibre optic channel and her favourite star, ‘Flash’ Harry Docherty. And she was flattered to have been asked. So why not? Why shouldn’t an elderly Princess, who passed far too many days bored to stupefaction, have her moment on the airwaves?


A flicker of disappointment nagged at her. Flash Harry was shorter and portlier than she had imagined and far less respectful of her than he should have been. He sat hunched, drumming his fingers, eyes half closed while his face was powdered. He was taking no notice of her whatsoever, despite her foray at a few words of genteel conversation. When the makeup girl had finished he began tapping buttons on his powerbook, presumably to check his notes.


A voice in the darkness called out that they were ready. The Princess smoothed her cream silk-and-linen tunic with the tiny pearl embroidery, and tweaked her skirt. Her legs were still shapely and she crossed them neatly at the ankles, before realising that the camera would show only her head and shoulders. She sat up, hands folded in her lap, and allowed that enigmatic little smile her friends said was her hallmark to play about her exquisitely crimsoned lips.


‘Well, hi to you all!’ Flash Harry leaned roguishly into the camera. To the Princess it was disconcerting: she half expected a cheering audience somewhere to shout ‘HI, HARRY!’ back. They did, when the programme was broadcast.


‘Today we gotta special guest. Princess Io.’ He pronounced it with emphasis –’I-O’ to rhyme with Hi-ho, as if she had been named for a song in an ancient Disney cartoon. ‘Born in Japan, the great-granddaughter of the last Japanese Emperor. When the Chinese invaded, she fled with her parents. Picture if you will, leddies and gennlemen, this tiny child – nine years old, terrified and clinging to her mother – brought out of the land of her fathers to an alien world. Ours.’


That was not quite accurate: Io sniffed impatiently. The invasion had certainly taken place in 2022 when she was young, and, temporarily, the family had thought it wise to move. But they had returned. It was not until her twenties that she had left for good. And then it had been for freedom from her family, and for romance.


Flash Harry turned to her. ‘Princess, welcome.’ His eyes burned with sincerity. They were so blue they must be coloured contact lenses. He didn’t look like an NT. ‘It must have been a very traumatic event for you, Princess, to see your country overrun in that way? You, a small girl, forced to leave your homeland?’


The Princess inclined her head with the utmost delicacy. ‘Indeed it was. Dreadful. And to know that we could never go back …’ She sighed and lowered her eyes. It was a supremely Japanese gesture, so much in contrast to the arrogant glares of China’s leaders to which news-watching westerners were accustomed.


‘Right. You must feel anxious still for your own country, Princess. Japanese culture is in danger of disappearing altogether, isn’t it?’


‘One country, two systems, they say.’ The Princess gave a diplomatic flutter of the eyelids. ‘One does not know how far to trust their intentions. The Chinese are remarkable people. They say they are keen to develop the economic strength of the Japanese islands, but they do not understand that business success comes from the liberty to make decisions without the state setting obstacles at every step.’


Flash Harry cleared his throat. This might be a bit esoteric for him, the Princess reflected. She waved a beringed hand dismissively. ‘I have lived in the West for over sixty years, Mr Docherty. I married a Hungarian prince, may his soul rest in peace. My children are second cousins to dear King William. I have established my home here and been made to feel so welcome. I love the European Union, and would not go back.’


That was more like it. The pucker on Flash Harry’s brow vanished and was replaced with a broad grin, as if she had paid him a personal compliment. ‘Well, Princess, that’s what we like to hear. And your family was born in Britain too.’


‘Not quite. My younger children, yes. Prince Marius was born in Budapest. We left when Hungary voted to become a republic, otherwise he would be king there now. But, like myself, he has opted for the modern world, not the world as we might wish it to be. His service as an elected member of the House of Lords here in London gives me great pride.’ She smiled sweetly.


They spoke of how much had changed in her lifetime – the weather, the disappearance of traffic jams, new-fangled gadgets such as the vidphone and self-wash laundry unknown in her youth. The studio clock showed that the allotted seven minutes were nearly up. ‘Princess, you know we ask our guests to choose a favourite piece of music and a favourite book,’ Flash Harry said. He was looking relieved: the thinking part of the interview was over. He gazed at her intently. ‘What are your choices, ma’am?’


‘Mr Docherty, that was so difficult,’ Princess Io cooed. ‘I like all music. But the concerto for bamboo pipes and zithers by the renowned Japanese composer Michiko Hirano would give me great pleasure, and for my book, the collected works of Kazuo Ishiguro. You know he wrote in English, of course?’


It gave her great and wicked pleasure to see the blank expression on Flash Harry’s face. There was no of course about it: he hadn’t the faintest idea what she was talking about. The courtesies were concluded and she was invited to remain in her seat until the recording was finished.


‘That’s it, we have a clear,’ came an authoritative voice from the darkness. Another anonymous hand touched her arm and led her to the side. Flash Harry nodded a curt ‘Thanks, Princess, ’bye,’ before rummaging for his powerbook. He had already wiped from his limited brain the Princess’s details and was immediately engaged in absorbing the bare facts about his next distinguished interviewee, who was waiting in the wings and fiddling nervously with his necktie.


It had not been an uplifting experience, the Princess confided later to her son. What she did not tell him, however, was her horror as she watched herself that evening from the comfort of her boudoir.


She looked old. She was old, but that was not itself a nuisance. Not normally. Her body was in fair condition: it has never been denied whatever care and treatment it required. She had never abused it with alcohol, tobacco or psychotropic drugs. Her clothes emphasised her birdlike fragility; her hair was as black and glossy as in her youth. And she had prided herself that her most recent face-lift, at the age of seventy-five, would last her till her natural end.


But the face looked haggard and wizened. The eyes sagged. Turkey skin disfigured the chin-line. On her fine bone structure the result was appalling, a stark contrast to the featureless inscrutability she had cultivated both as a princess and as an oriental.


As the programme credits rolled to the sound of enthusiastic applause from the mystery audience, the Princess reached for the vidphone. She might not be able to exchange her birth certificate, but she could tackle its unwanted outcome, and at once.




 





The office of Rottweiler Security Services, situated in the heart of political London, was busy. On the wall the big vidscreen zizzed, untuned. A radio crackled; a voice could be heard, gruff and staccato, barking out orders in a drill room nearby. Mugs of instant coffee steamed untouched as Captain Wilt Finkelstein stood scratching his head.


For all that he cultivated the style and manners of a New York police chief (which, in another incarnation, Finkelstein was convinced he had been), he was purebred Essex Man, born Charlie Cooper. He had retired from the Met with a medal, a pension and a bullet-hole in his groin. Active service, despite the bulging holster on his hip, was out of the question. The Met, however, looked after its own. What the public services could not provide was the fiefdom of private security firms. The best and biggest was Rottweiler, known for the splendid beast’s head on its leather jackets and for the uniformly stolid appearance of their guards. RSS operatives had a reputation as hard men who fulfilled orders efficiently and without haggling, a necessary consideration for the government contracts in which it specialised. Its chief executive, a former Met commander, was delighted to ensure that heroes such as Cooper/Finkelstein could continue in lucrative and respectable employment.


The door crashed open. In came the colleague Finkelstein thought of as his sidekick, Dave ‘Dozy’ Kowalsky. His real surname was Manningham-Buller, but the two men had agreed that it did not have quite the right ring. The adoption of another, harmless identity was quite common when men joined RSS. Kowalsky was carrying a chipped china plate piled high with pastries.


‘I shouldn’t,’ Finkelstein muttered, as he helped himself. ‘I’m not an NT, you know. My doctor says if I carry on like this my arteries will fur up, and it’s a bypass next. Maybe even a new heart.’


‘Sod it.’ Kowalsky was already chewing. ‘We need the energy. And we’re both in our prime.’ Since both men’s bellies sagged over their belts, that was not strictly true.


‘I won’t be if the big jobs keep coming in at this rate.’ Finkelstein indicated the electronic telefax machine. ‘Where do they think we’re going to get the staff? Protecting Parliament from outside is one thing. Uniforms, laser weapons, shoulders back: we’re used to that. Putting our men on the inside needs a different type altogether. Undercover, they say. I don’t like it. What for?’


Kowalsky wiped his chin with the back of his hand. ‘I shouldn’t bother your head about it, Wilt,’ he advised. ‘Ours not to reason why. They pay the bills, we do the contract. Maybe recruit a couple of smart girls, yeah? Kit ’em out in posh tunics from Harrods. Then they’ll look the part, blend into the background with all them MPs.’


Finkelstein glowered. ‘We’ll lose ’em. They’ll want to become MPs themselves. Or marry one. Lord knows what they see in politicians – must be the whiff of power. They don’t get no prettier.’ He paused. ‘And what about this? New American Ambassador. Got to keep an eye on him too.’


Kowalsky peered over his shoulder at the photograph and DNA details. ‘No problem.’ He shrugged. ‘Standard stuff, that. Nothing he’ll get up to that we won’t know about. And the automatic eyes keep most things in sight. Those cameras give me the creeps, so God knows what effect they have on the criminal fraternity.’


‘The eyes are the main reason for the fall in recorded crime as you well know, which is why you and me have reason to be grateful for these security jobs.’ Finkelstein was permitted by his rank to be portentous.


‘But Jeez, Wilt, d’you think anybody ever actually checks out the stuff we dig up?’


‘Nah,’ his captain agreed. ‘You’re right. It’s for show, and to keep the natives docile. Mostly, you an’ me, we’re wasting our time. So let’s get on with it, shall we?’




 





The dark-skinned man backed away, his face working. Outside the sun blazed; in the dank hospital, the air hung chill with death.


He waved helplessly at the flies that buzzed over the corpse. Already the orderly was disconnecting the drip lines; what remained on the stained bed was a disintegrating collection of organic molecules, not a human being.


Yet this had been his friend, someone he had learned to trust, to care about. That had been against the odds; for a prison official to befriend an inmate was most unusual, and probably forbidden. Even here in Kashi, on the edge of the unknown, somewhere between the borders of the enlarged Union and the vast brooding might of China.


Not that he, Ranjit Singh Mahwala, was the usual run of warder, any more than the dead man was a typical convict. His friend had been a cool, dedicated man, a political prisoner, who had lifted the lids on Ranjit’s eyes and guided him as to the true nature of the programme, the Union, and what its leaders were attempting to do. Those discussions, under cover of prisoner re-education, had been a revelation. Answers had been summoned for many of the tangled dilemmas in the Sikh’s brain: not least, the white child born of his brother’s wife, and the pinch of green powder that was added to every prisoner’s daily diet.


And then this man, with his tattooed thumb, his whimsical smile and his passion for truth, had sickened; here in the desert steppes the latest medical science did not reach, though genuine efforts had been made. But saving a lifer was hardly a top priority. Only one blood transfusion had been sanctioned by the Minister and it had been insufficient. Ranjit suspected that the prisoner’s name was significant. He was obviously a high-bred NT and had once, he told Ranjit, been in government himself. They were probably happy to see him dead.


Who would mourn? Not the hospital staff. Not the other guards. Indeed, he would have to hide his own grief. He was surprised he felt so bitter, both over the loss and the discoveries, those insights he had gained in recent months from the dead man.


The corpse was being stripped. In the grey indoor light it lay waxy and limp. At the small of the back was the partly healed scar, a purple crescent, over the kidney area. That had been the cause of it. And Ranjit was certain no permission had been given.


Suddenly a terrible misery flooded his soul. If he returned to duty and carried on as before, he would be perpetuating the system that had given rise to such wrong-doing. He was a trained soldier, allocated to the furthermost ends of the Union’s empire; he had believed implicitly in his role as a peace-keeper. Attending to the prison had not been in his original brief, but the shortage of staff willing to serve in this godforsaken spot had required it. So he had obeyed orders, as he always did.


Not any more.


A blindness seized him: a fury, a self-hatred and loathing the like of which he had never before experienced. With a choked cry he fled from the ward and, once outside, climbed into his hoverjeep and shoved it roughly into gear. It rose, shivered, and flew off, leaving a cloud of dusty particles in its wake.


And when he saw the wall ahead of him, he did not waver or turn aside, but opened the throttle as full as it would go, and prayed for forgiveness.




 





Lisa woke with a start, her eyes staring from their sockets, her heart pounding. What was that?


In the distance the faint unearthly scream lingered, the echo of a ghostly cry from somewhere across the ether.


Or perhaps it had been only in her mind.


She let her body flop back, quivering all over. The sheets were limp with sweat; she must have been tossing hotly for ages. She scrabbled to retain the distorted visions that, seconds before, had seethed in her head, but they were like dew in the dawn, barely visible and insubstantial, and slowly vanished.


A child; a baby. Nothing so strange about that. She had dreamed about babies before, and had tended to dismiss them as waking fantasies. But this baby had been beautiful: to begin with, at least. Fat and gurgly, with a toothless, gummy pink mouth and bright clear eyes. It had lifted its arms to her and gurgled, begging to be cuddled.


But as she had bent to kiss it, the baby had changed. The skin had broken and cracked, like old parchment. The eyes had filmed over; the mouth had become slack, with jagged teeth that brought up weals on its thin lips. The little hand, formerly so plump and innocent, had twisted into a set of claws. The child had become a monster.


With a sob Lisa fixing herself back into the pillows, face down. What had awakened her had no reality; it had stemmed from what used to be called a nightmare. It was solely her imagination. Such a thing had never happened. Nor could it, not these days.


Never.
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