[image: The Tourist]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      Robert Dickinson is the author of Micrographia (Waterloo Press, 2010),and two novels:The Noise of Strangers and The Schism (both Myriad Editions). He lives in Brighton.

      Find out more about Robert Dickinson and other Orbit authors by registering for the free monthly newsletter at www.orbitbooks.net.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Orbit

           

          
            978-0-3565-0817-7

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2016 by Robert Dickinson

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            ORBIT
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              ’88
            

          

        

      

      You’re staring at the wall when it’s announced. You spend most of your days staring at the wall. If anyone asked you’d say you were gathering your thoughts.

      Visitor, says the voice.

      Your thoughts scatter like cockroaches. You stand up so quickly you feel dizzy.

      You don’t have visitors.

      Room Six, says the voice. The door of your cell slides open.

      The corridor outside is white, brightly lit. There are no obvious doors in this corridor but you know they’re there, flush with the walls. Twice a day, when you walk to Room Two to eat, you knock against the walls as you pass. You don’t expect a reply but if there’s another prisoner they might take heart from knowing they’re not alone.

      You don’t have visitors. Isolation is part of the sentence. Your captors have a horror of solitude and believe you share it. The only living things you see are the doctors (for monthly examinations) and the doctors’ guards, and, once a year, the Consideration Panel. The rest of the time there is only the voice. It tells you when to wake up, when to eat – always in Room Two, a room hardly bigger than your cell, where the food is left on a tray chained to the table and the table is bolted to the floor. It allows you an hour to eat before it tells you to return to your room.

      The voice hasn’t changed in all your time here. You suspect it isn’t human. Synthesised, a machine. It sounds like your own voice, or how you imagine your voice sounds.

      The corridor leads to an enclosed courtyard with an opaque glass ceiling. You can’t tell the colour of the sky, or if the diffused light is the sky. You stop for a moment and look up as you always do and wonder if what you can see is daylight.

      The door to Room Six is already open.

      Keep walking, says the voice.

      Room Six is three times the size of your cell. The only furniture is a single metal-framed chair that faces three other chairs. All of them are bolted to the floor. This is where the Consideration Panel – a Safety, a Happiness, a Facilitator, different people each time – sit in judgement, with a guard standing by the door behind them. You’ve never seen that door open but know there must be another room beyond it with people watching. The meetings are the same every time: the Consideration Panel ask questions and you stare at them until they send you back to your room. This has happened seventeen times. Or eighteen: you seem to have lost count. Each time they expect you to talk about what they call your crimes. Saying nothing is a small victory.

      Your visitor is sitting in the middle chair. He’s wearing the formal greys you expect for a Facilitator but his posture is military. He’s familiar. Your first thought is that you’ve noticed a family resemblance and he’s the son of an earlier guard. He’s barely out of his twenties. You’ve been here long enough for that to be possible.

      Sit down, says the voice.

      You sit.

      Your visitor looks at you carefully. His hair, you notice, is cropped and patterned in a way that was popular before your sentence began. The style must have come round again. “Karia Stadt,” he says. “I expect this is a surprise for you.” It’s small talk, meant to put you at your ease. It sounds rehearsed.

      Normally you wouldn’t talk at all, but there is something different about this man. “I don’t get visitors. My people are dead.” Your voice sounds dryer than you expect. You wanted it to sound like a reproach but it comes out like self-pity.

      “You grew up in City Two East.” He relaxes, but only slightly. “That’s the reason I’m here.”

      City Two East is their name for your old home. It’s their way: give everything a number, erase the past. Pretend they had nothing to do with the old world. Your city had a name. You resist the impulse to correct him. “You’re military.”

      “No.” He says it firmly, as if the suggestion is offensive. “I should introduce myself. My name is Riemann Aldis.”

      The name stirs a memory.

      “I’m with Awareness.” He follows his script. “I have been seconded to the Safety Executive in order to find one of their people and a high-status Happiness. The evidence suggests they’re in the vicinity of your old home.”

      You don’t believe him. “And?”

      “You’re the last person familiar with the terrain.”

      “Don’t you have maps? Satellites?”

      “Nothing reliable. Your people didn’t make maps and nobody goes there now.”

      “Why should I help you?”

      He blinks. “I’m giving you a chance to return to your home city.”

      “How is it home? Everybody I know is dead.”

      “The alternative is that you stay here until the end of your sentence. Twelve more years, isn’t it? This is your chance to leave.”

      “Under what terms?”

      “You’ll be in my sole custody. If you agree to help it will count at your next Consideration Panel.” He seems to realise this is a weak argument. “You can see your old home,” he adds quickly. “Or you could stay here.”

      You realise why he’s familiar. It’s the way your memory works: you try to remember a name or a place and find a blank. Minutes later, when you’re thinking about something else, the name or place comes back, making you forget your latest train of thought. Riemann’s name is familiar because it’s the name of the man you met back in the 21st. That Riemann had been an older man, talking about an event in his past. Standing on a street in the 21st, asking why you were there, hinting he already knew. The memory is vivid. You remember the name because you were told to remember it. You had a good memory then. You’d been told to remember everything he said. One day, a long time from now, you meet me again. You assumed it was a lie, a trick to make you talk.

      You study the face opposite you. It’s young, genuinely young, not reconstructed the way some of them are. You can tell by the eyes. Either it was a different man or the events you can remember are in this one’s future.

      There’s a phrase they use: travel is confusing. You heard it all the time when you were pretending to be one of them. They say it as a joke. They say it and it stops the conversation. You can understand why: when you try to think of what his presence means your head starts to ache.

      You decide to say nothing. If this is the man you once met it might be information you can use later. Or you might have misremembered. It’s been a long time. Your visitor could have given you any name and you would have adjusted your memory to make it fit. “When would I leave?”

      He gives a thin smile. “We made the application for a temporary release before you were sentenced. It was approved five years ago.” The smile is familiar. “If you agree you will be out of here in the next two hours.”

      It has to be a trick. “How have you done this?”

      “That’s not your concern.” He’s pleased with himself. The other Riemann had been smug, keen to make it clear he knew something you didn’t. “Do you accept my offer?”

      “Is this true?” you say aloud, not to him. “If I agree, am I free to go?”

      You can go, says the voice. You are not free.
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      It should be simple. A coach ride from the resort to the attraction, the kind of uneventful trip I’ve accompanied before. According to the brochure the journey takes thirty-five minutes and we stay at the attraction for two hours. There’s a novelty: the journey back will take longer because of an accident. It will be a minor accident, nobody hurt, the coach barely dented. Some of the clients are excited by the prospect. Some of them have booked the trip because of the accident. It’s something new. There’s a hint – but no more than a hint – of danger.

      I count the clients – fourteen of them – onto the coach. On the way I give them the talk about the attraction, a typical early-21st shopping mall. It’s the kind of thing they’ve seen in the old entertainments or heard about from kin who have already made the trip. “This may be the early 21st,” I tell them, “but it’s still an advanced and sophisticated civilisation.” I give them the standard warnings about the food, the reminders about changing currency: “You may be offered a better deal, but there are strict protocols governing this. If you see something you absolutely have to buy, use the plastic cards provided. They are as good as currency. If you’re not sure about anything, come and talk to me.” I end with the joke about not offering to buy anybody’s children. A few listen. The rest stare out of the window, shocked at how ugly and crowded everything is. Tri-Millennium Travel has a grand name but it’s cheap and doesn’t attract the most adventurous travellers. For many of them this is their first time outside the resort.

      I’m bored of the early 21st. I’ve been doing this for a year and a half now, and I’m tired of the cramped houses, the noise, the crowds, the gathering pollution, the omnipresent advertising. I’m unmoved by their entertainments (they use pictures, even for grown-ups) and bored, mostly, with the company of the other reps. The only thing that keeps me going is the knowledge that in three weeks I’ll be sent home for breach of protocol. (Four years after that I join a kin, and forty after that is an end date. I’ve seen my record.) I have a few more weeks of shepherding these cautious people from one heavily monitored location to another and living in the off-resort accommodation that’s supposed to make me a better rep. There’s a theory that you can’t really understand an era until you’ve had an affair with one of its natives and unless one of them has a radical change of diet and hygiene that isn’t going to happen. I’m definitely not going to join the extemps and pretend I belong here. I want to go home and find out which kin I join. And then I want to go to the early 19th, the era I actually studied.

      I’m curious about the breach of protocol that gets me sent back. A fling with a client? I look up and down the transport. I can’t imagine having a fling with any of these. Apart from a woman at the back who keeps her hood up and avoids eye contact, they’re all at least my parents’ generation.

      We reach the coach park of the attraction on time. I count them off, a little ritual of reassurance, and tell them that if they need help I’ll be in a particular coffee shop on the upper level. Tri-Millennium has an arrangement with this shop: they reserve a reps’ table that gives a view of nearly the whole shopping area. We’re allowed free coffee and one of their least disgusting pastries. They know that a quarter of the tourists will get bored after about an hour and join me. (I usually take a bite out of the pastry when they turn up: it gives them a thrill to see one of their own eating this era’s notorious food.)

      They have the usual wariness about getting off the coach and walking in the open air. I tell them they don’t need suits, and point to all the native shoppers in their drab period costumes. They’re not worried. Some of the older clients are sceptical. I can sympathise: you never really get used to the sky. They jog across the car park as if the atmosphere here will kill them (the Near Extinction Event isn’t for another sixty years, but these people’s grasp of history is shaky at best, and some of them grew up with stories of the Cloud). Once inside, I point them in the direction of our preferred stores (Tri-Millennium has deals with them; their staff are supposed to have had special training) and take the escalator to Coffee Monarch.

       

      Li Tran is sitting at the reps’ table, wearing earphones attached to a native mobile. I’m pleased it’s her. Most of the other reps are second- or third-gen Happiness straight out of Further Ed. We’re both a few years older and weren’t always Happiness: after my parents died I’d been identified as having potential but, without any other Happiness in my kin, had to work the Tunnels to qualify for the education. It’s not the usual rep progression. Most of the people who work the Tunnels end up in Safety; the ones who enjoy it get requisitioned by the Millies. I had the usual offer from Safety but turned it down in favour of more education.

      Li’s path was also different. She’s from City Three North, a rough place, although she claims it’s not as bad as its reputation (“We have power and clean water, you know. And schools with teachers. It’s not like we’re City Two East.”) And she travelled before she became a rep, which is rare.

      The other thing we have in common is that we’re shorter than the average Happiness. Not by much – nobody would mistake us for natives – but just enough to make it clear (if only to us) that we don’t quite belong.

      Li nods at me and takes off her earphones. I can hear a snicker-snicker sound like shuffled cards. Native music. “Spens,” she says without smiling. “Welcome to hell.”

      Li works for Heritage, a slightly more expensive operator. Her clients come to the same attractions as mine, but they’re ironic about them. They’ll wander around, pointing and laughing and quoting the guidebooks to each other with knowing little smiles.

      I don’t like Heritage clients. Li likes them even less.

      I sit down. “Problem?”

      “I knew today was going to be a bad day. I didn’t realise how bad.”

      “What’s happened? Or going to happen?”

      “Nothing on the record. But the record doesn’t include how annoying people can be. The Shin family.” She looks down at the main shopping area. Our clients stand out in their shimmering jackets and dark visors. Also in the way they gather in doorways, blocking the flow of foot traffic, transfixed by the pictures of things for sale. (The early 21st loves pictures. It’s like people have grown tired of reading.) Our clients – Heritage or Tri-Millennium – are not impressive. The natives walk round them without any overt signs of resentment. Not that I expect any: they’ve had ten years to get used to us. “How about you?” Li asks. “Anything about to happen?”

      I tell her about the accident. “Some of mine are looking forward to it.”

      “At least they won’t have to go to a hospital. That’s an adventure.” Li spent a night in a hospital after being punched in the face at a musical event in the 1970s when she was here as part of a research team. The hospital was scarily primitive, but Li considered it part of the experience. Nineteen seventy-six was wild, she says. It’s a period before we made our presence known, so everything had to be clandestine. Li had been chosen for the team because she was clever and short enough not to stand out. She’d had to dress like the natives and speak their language. Early 21st is tame by comparison, she says, but she liked the popular culture. She still goes to gigs, as she calls them, and, earlier this time around, had a two-month affair with a native which ended because he kept asking about lottery numbers and sports results and didn’t believe her when she told him she didn’t know. He couldn’t understand how that information was lost, and she couldn’t tell him about the NEE. If she had, she said, he’d either have refused to believe her or thought he could do something about it.

      A lot of the natives think if they’ve been warned about an event they can stop it from happening. Li calls it the Terminator Fallacy, a reference to one of their entertainments. Li has an anthropologist’s interest in their culture.

      I don’t share it. I prefer a different kind of music: Beethoven. His 22nd December 1808 concert is my favourite recording, and one day I mean to go. It won’t be soon. Early-19th Vienna is difficult. It’s a long stopover and there’s a lot of prep: languages, medical, plus the usual hazards of being a freakish outsider in a war zone. “Anyway,” Li says, “have you found out what your breach of protocol is yet? It can’t be long now.”

      “Three weeks.”

      “It might not happen.”

      “It’s on my record.”

      “If you can believe that.”

      Li isn’t typical. She enjoyed the 1970s and she’s one of the few who hasn’t checked her record. She doesn’t trust them: she claims we can’t be sure they’re from the 25th and for all we know the authorities made them up. And if they are real we shouldn’t trust them. We’ve had long conversations.

      Back home, when records from the 25th suddenly appeared a lot of people made a point of refusing to look. Eventually nearly everybody gave in. The records were, it turned out, scrappy: my employment history stopped with Tri-Millennium, then had the year I joined a kin – just the year, with a symbol next to it that was never explained – and an end date (2388). Other people had lists of occupations but no dates, or they had kinship history but nothing else. The fact some had no end dates led to speculation they would still be alive when the records were compiled. It’s more likely the records were corrupted, deliberately or not, before they were released, either by the 25th or our own authorities. Too much detail might reduce our sense of agency.

      Agency has been a concern since the early years of travel. It’s still the subject of most entertainments. If you know your loved one is going to be killed in an accident do you try to stop them leaving for work? If you find out they’re going to commit a crime do you try to talk them out of it? The entertainments always give the same answer: you can’t change what’s going to happen. You warn somebody about the accident; they take a different route, which results in the accident. You warn them not to commit the crime and it turns out you gave them the idea. The 25th is, if anything, even more cautious. They discourage travel – the last few attempts to get there were bounced back – and they never visit. Apart from these skimpy records nothing has come from them: no tech, no art, nothing. I’m not sure if this is from some high-minded moral objection or because they just enjoy being mysterious.

      Li is pensive. “I’ll be sorry to see you go.”

      “You can’t be here for much longer.”

      “Five more months. Unless something happens.”

      “Haven’t you checked?”

      “I want it to be a surprise.”

      “Knowing doesn’t take away the surprise,” I say. “The records are always incomplete. I don’t know why I get sent back. And all I know about this afternoon’s accident is that it happens on the journey home and that nobody gets hurt.”

      “But isn’t even that too much?”

      “No. For some of them it’s comforting.” I nod down at our clients in their shimmering coats. Some of the braver ones have entered the shops.

      “And you? Do you find it comforting?”

      “I don’t find it anything. The company record makes my job easier. My personal record – it doesn’t tell me anything I couldn’t have guessed.”

      “That’s what’s different about here.” Li looks at the shoppers below. Our clients are outnumbered three or four to one by the natives. “The people here don’t think they know what’s going to happen. Or when.”

      “Does that make them better than us?”

      “It makes them less fatalistic.”

      “I’m not fatalistic. Apart from a few details, I know just as little about my life as any of the people down there.” I’m careful not to say natives in front of Li. She doesn’t like the word.

      She turns back to me. “A few details. You mean like thinking you know when you’re going to die?”

      “I know the year. It’s only a date. And it doesn’t give an age. Travel changes everything.”

      “I don’t know how you live with it.” She looks down at our clients again. “Why do you think they come here?”

      “It’s a shopping mall. They’re a defining feature of the culture.” Once it was temples and cathedrals, then railway stations. In this era it’s shopping malls and airports. Tri-Millennium don’t organise excursions to airports (the natives have security concerns); occasionally a few clients will make the trip by themselves just to watch the planes.

      “But why the 21st? What do they expect to see here?”

      There are lots of reasons. The main one is this period has a fixed link: spend a month here, go back and find a month has passed at home. Our clients are here for a holiday. They’re not roughing it in the fourteenth century or trying to establish if King Arthur actually existed. The early 21st has short travel time, amenities and relative security. Our clients choose it because it doesn’t need much medical preparation, they can understand some of the language and the natives are sophisticated enough not to burn them as witches or worship them as gods. “They’re here to see something they can’t see at home. They’ll feel they’ve done something adventurous and be glad to get back.”

      “It doesn’t seem much.”

      “Not everyone is like you, Li. The 21st is available, so they come here.”

      “But they could go anywhere. They could go to the 1920s.”

      “Have you seen the schedules?” I might not be a tech but, because I’m interested in the early 19th, I’ve studied them. “The 1920s are difficult. If you want to come back you have to sit it out until 1943. That’s a bad time for any kind of travel.”

      “I’d send the Shins to the 1920s.” Li watches a particular group as they block the door to a sportswear store. “There they are. Spoiling my day.” There are five of them: two women and a man in their fifties, and two men in their twenties. They’ve surrounded one of the natives and are looking intently at something in his hands. “You know, I think they’re about to buy some currency.”

      “Shouldn’t you stop them?”

      “I’ve given them the standard warnings. If they choose to get robbed that’s their concern.” Heritage travellers have higher status than Tri-Millennium clients. They’re paid more and are occasionally confident enough to leave the resort unaccompanied or try to talk to a native. (Living History are the most reckless: they’ll use public transport and eat in restaurants.) As we watch, the Shins stand aside to let the native walk away, then gather in a circle. Then they appear to argue. The younger ones start looking around, obviously trying to find the native who sold them whatever rubbish they’ve just bought. He’s gone, of course. One of the women points up at us. “Here they come,” Li sighs, as they make their way to the escalator. “Time for the Heritage smile.”

      The Shins march towards us in single file, one of the older women at the front, the younger men hanging behind. They knock empty chairs aside as they approach. They are unmistakably in a bad mood. Li stands up, beaming as if she hasn’t noticed. “How are you enjoying your excursion?”

      “We’ve been robbed,” the woman at the front says. “Robbed,” the other woman and man repeat from behind her, like a choral accompaniment.

      Li looks concerned. “I’m sorry to hear that. Tell me what happened and I’ll take you to the police.”

      At the mention of the police the Shins hesitate. But it isn’t long before their sense of outrage bubbles over. “We don’t think this is a matter for the police. We think this is a matter for Heritage. We think we should have been warned.”

      Li sounds less sympathetic. “I’m sorry that you think that. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “We changed some currency,” the man says. “We were robbed.”

      “Was this at an approved bureau?” There’s steel in Li’s voice now. “Because you were warned about the dangers of changing currency at unauthorised outlets.”

      “We should have been warned,” the woman insists.

      “You were warned.” Li smiles again, this time coldly. “I told you on the way here that people who approach you offering to change currency are criminals and you should refuse.”

      “It was a good rate,” the man says. “Very good,” the second woman adds, implying the offer had been so good they’d have been fools not to take it.

      “We gave him two Dors,” the woman says. “And this is what he gave us.” She slams what appears to be a small wad of £10 notes onto the table. Li does not touch them. “I think Heritage are responsible.”

      “So, let me make sure I’ve understood you. You were warned not to deal with touts who approach you. You were told they would almost certainly try to trick you. Yet you made a deal with one of them and were tricked. And now you think Heritage is responsible for you making that decision. Is that correct?”

      “We should have been warned,” the woman insists.

      “You were warned. You chose to ignore the warning.”

      “No. We should have been warned.”

      Li pauses. Some of our clients really don’t understand the logic of travel. “Do you mean I should have warned you personally that you were going to be tricked?”

      “It must be on our itinerary.”

      Li pulls a paper from the small pile on her table. Heritage uses paperwork. It’s a period touch, supposed to remind their clients that this isn’t home. It’s slightly anachronistic, given the 21st is beginning to abandon paperwork. They’re moving their information onto servers, which is why so little of it survives the NEE. “No. Remember it would only be on your itinerary if you were to lodge a formal complaint.”

      “Well, we want to lodge a formal complaint.”

      Li tries to look serious. “I see. You want to make a formal complaint that, while engaged in an illegal activity, you were cheated out of two Dors. You understand that I will be obliged to refer this matter to the authorities here. That does mean the local police. I should warn you there are protocols governing what actions they can take against people from our era who take part in illegal activities.” Hardly any clients have read the protocols. Most don’t need to: they’re too cautious to take any chances. The merest hint they might be held in one of this era’s appalling prisons should be enough to stop the Shins making a fuss. “Even if there is no criminal charge, you understand there would be implications on your return? So,” Li concludes brightly, “do you want to make a formal complaint?”

      “We’ll think about it,” the first woman says. “We’ll write to Heritage when we get back,” the man says. Disgruntled but beaten, they slouch away, not even picking up their small bundle of notes.

      “They won’t write,” Li says once they’re back on the escalators. “And they don’t travel with Heritage again.” She picks up the notes they’ve left behind and counts them. “Two Dors.” She flicks through the notes. They are, for once, actual currencies, rather than strips of newspaper. “Forty pounds, a hundred Bulgarian lev and the rest is Turkish lira. They’ve been cheated, but it’s not actually bad. I’ve had customers hand over twenty Dors and get less.” She puts the notes into her satchel.

       

      Time passes. I drink a coffee, slowly. It tastes as bad as it did the first time I came here, but I’ve grown used to that. Coffee is probably one of the few things I’ll miss. That, and the park near my flat where I sometimes sit before going to the resort. There’s a particular spot where there’s just enough of an elevation to give a view across part of the city. There are no particular monuments, nothing I would bring any clients to see: just rows of different-sized houses exposed to the sky. On a winter morning I’ll sit on the bench and listen to the bells ring out the call to prayer as the lights in the houses come on. It’s one of my own rituals of reassurance, and helps put me in the right frame of mind for dealing with the clients. The ones who come here in winter can be the most difficult. They come because of the shorter days and rarely leave the resort, which means I spend longer in their company. On those mornings, with a long day ahead of me, I sit on the park bench and wonder about the lives of the people who live in those houses. There are children in them, perhaps, who will live to see the NEE. I don’t know what form it takes here: there might be something in the records at home, but because I didn’t know where I’d be assigned I didn’t check before I left. Perhaps there’s the outline of a cellar somewhere, with some relic of everyday life in a locked box. That view from the park is something I’ll miss. Perhaps, when I get home, I might try to find the place again. I have the co-ordinates. The hill is probably still there.

      Fifteen minutes before the coach is due to leave the clients have all assembled in Coffee Monarch. Some of them have actually bought cups of coffee, which they sip experimentally. The rest watch as I cut a Danish pastry in half. I eat one of the halves, an act closer to a party trick than the absorption of nutrition. I offer the other half to them to try, but they’re too cautious. This is usual. Children are sometimes tempted to try a mouthful, but even they have trouble dealing with food that is simultaneously tasteless and excessively sweet. When I announce it’s time to go back to the coach everyone is relieved. Tri-Millennium’s excursions are brief, at least compared to Heritage – Li’s clients will be here for another half-hour and then they’re taken to a cathedral. I compliment her on the way she handled the Shins, and she reminds me about a farewell party for another Heritage rep at Bar Five. It’s the kind of event we’d both usually avoid. I tell her to send me a reminder. Even this slight delay makes my clients restless. Brief as the stop has been, they’re still impatient for it to end. It’s understandable. The shopping mall quickly gets dull, especially if you’re uncertain about the etiquette of buying and there is nothing you really need. The clothes are odd: it’s hard to get anything in our size, and they have never really been fashionable. There was a brief fad in the 30s (our 30s), but that was limited to one tiny clique in City One West and lasted about two months. So clothes are out, and the tech – communication devices, hilarious computers – has a certain novelty value but won’t work when you get home. The only things our clients usually buy are books and disks of entertainments. The natives are proud of their entertainments: they think cinema is their greatest contribution to culture. It’s like a Stuart courtier telling you the masque is the art form of the future. The 20th’s real contribution is radio drama, the forerunner of all our serious entertainments. Unfortunately, thanks to travel, it’s become acceptable for grown-ups to watch the old movies and serials. It started with students, who used them as a way of prolonging their childhood, and then spread to older people, like our clients, who take them seriously. Watching them doesn’t feel childish because they’re historical artefacts and the language is different (not that you need the language to follow most of them: you only need to recognise a few simple visual conventions). Still, you can only buy so many disks, and after an hour all the clients usually want is to get back to the resort and tell the people who didn’t come that they’re pleased they did it but it was a bit disappointing and they wouldn’t do it again. Today’s clients are typical.

      Plus some of them are looking forward to the accident.

      I settle the bill for the clients who tried the coffee. Some of them stand next to me so they can hear me talk to the barista. They’re often impressed when they hear me speak This English even if I’m not as fluent as Li. “You sounded like one of them,” they’ll say, though the language isn’t difficult and it’s not as far from Modern as they think. Later, on the coach, I’ll explain how this era’s language eventually became the language we speak today. I’ll tell them how Agneta, the barista we met that afternoon, is from one of the countries that disappears in the NEE, which isn’t strictly true – I don’t know where she’s from – but it’s the kind of detail that gives them a thrill. They’ll feel sorry for her because she treated them politely, wasn’t alarmed at their attempts to speak what’s probably her second language and is almost as pale-skinned as we are. How sad, they think, even though she’ll probably die long before the NEE begins. Our clients don’t always have the strongest grasp of history.

      I lead them out of Coffee Monarch. There’s the usual half-jog across the open space of the car park and then I count them back onto the coach, where, with only the driver to hear them, they become voluble, eager to share their experiences. And then one of them asks, “How much can you tell us about the accident?” He’s about sixty, a thin, neat type who’s probably worked in maintenance or low-level industry. There are no visible augs. He reminds me of my father. The older Tri-Millennium clients often remind me of my parents: hard-working, patchily educated, facing new experiences with bewildered decency. If my parents had lived they would have travelled with Tri-Millennium and congratulated themselves on their daring. This one has been quiet until now. I suspect he’s an enthusiast for ancient tech and has only joined this trip because of the accident. I tell him all I know is what’s on the itinerary: somewhere between the attraction and the resort we will collide with another vehicle. “You must know more than that,” he insists, convinced I’m holding something back. Clients often think we’re holding something back. Sometimes, of course, we are.

      I tell him it’s going to be what the report calls a minor accident, which means it won’t involve the native police or the terrifying emergency services. The delay is for the driver of our coach to exchange insurance details with the driver of whatever other vehicle is involved in the accident. I explain what an insurance company is. The client still looks sceptical. Of course, I say, if you wanted details of the crash you’d need to look in the insurance company records, and, in our time, most of those are lost, and, while in this time they still exist – but not yet, because the accident hasn’t yet happened – there would be problems getting them. Private companies don’t make their records publicly available. You’d probably have to fabricate an ID or pretend to be somebody else, which is theoretically possible if you can get the right approval, but unlikely: approval is usually only issued for serious historical or scientific research and the prep can take years. And in the case of a minor accident the only additional information you’d find would be the approximate time and location and an estimated repair cost – assuming there’s even damage that needs repair. It would be a lot of work for information we don’t really need, and, besides, isn’t it better not to know these details? Doesn’t it add a little thrill to an otherwise dull journey home?

      He accepts all this, without quite believing me. I’m used to that. They think that because this is the past we should know everything. They’re travelling in the open air, in a country of seventy million people, in a vehicle powered by the internal combustion of fossil fuels, and they still haven’t grasped how different this century is, and how little we know about it. Most of the reps couldn’t name the current Prime Minister or guess which party is in charge. Why would we need to? For most of our job a blurred outline of history is enough. If something we hadn’t expected happens we can always consult the Arc when we get home. (The version of the Arc at the resort is heavily edited – agency again.) As we’re driving through a street of small, old-fashioned shops (newspapers, flowers, takeaway food) a car suddenly pulls out in front of us. Our driver brakes, but there’s still a noticeable jolt as we bump gently against it. A small cheer goes up, and the clients gather round the windows with the best view. Our driver gets out to talk to the driver of the car. It all seems amicable. I wonder how this delay is going to take fifteen minutes. Then the other driver’s face hardens: he’s noticed who’s on the coach. It’s an expression I’ve seen before. Natives often look at us and see the money they hope to make. This one starts rubbing the back of his neck and miming sudden pain.

      Some of the clients ask if they can get off of the coach and look around the shops. It’s an unexpected request from Tri-Millennium clients. Presumably they’ve been emboldened by the shopping mall. I give them the usual warnings and open the door: let them have their experience of the varieties of early-21st retail. A few of them get off. They stand in the street, looking at the shop windows. One, the man who asked about the accident, actually goes into a shop and emerges a few seconds later triumphantly holding a newspaper. Meanwhile, the driver who pulled out in front of us has stopped rubbing his neck and is now looking animated. I suspect he’s trying to persuade the driver to back his claim, probably by offering a share of the damages. Our driver has seen this kind of thing before and doesn’t budge. Eventually the other driver caves in and details are exchanged. Our driver signals to the clients, who are now gathered incredulously around a menu in the window of a takeaway. They jog back to the coach, exhilarated, the man waving his newspaper like a trophy. The driver looks up and down the street, climbs back in and we move on again. The rest of the journey is uneventful. We’re soon out on the motorway and, a little while after that, we can see the dome of the Resort getting gradually nearer. Fifteen minutes later we have driven through the short glass-sided tunnel into the coach bay, our coach has pulled up in its allotted space (#24) and the clients disembark. I count them off for the last time as they file past thanking me for the interesting experience. I thank them for coming. It’s only when the last of them has stepped off the coach that I realise there’s a problem.

      One of them is missing.
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      The transfer happens quickly, as if, having decided you could leave, your keepers want you gone. You return to your cell. A bag has been placed in your bed. Pack what you need, the voice says. You do as instructed: a change of clothes, your pills. The bag already contains a bottle of water. Afterwards you sit on the bed, waiting. You’re nervous. Your life has become a series of simple routines; you’ve grown used to thinking the same thoughts in the same order. Twice a day you shuffle to Room Two to eat and each time you tap on the wall and wonder if there are any other prisoners. You stop outside Room Six and look up at the ceiling and wonder if what you can see is daylight: the same thought each time. How will you cope with something different?

      Room Six, says the voice.

      Riemann is still sitting in the chair. He glances at your bag. “Is that everything?” The door behind him opens. “Follow me.”

      As you’d suspected, the door leads to an observation room with two rows of empty seats and large blank screens set in the wall. Beyond it is a corridor as white and bare as the one outside your cell. After a hundred metres it turns right. A door at the end of it opens as you approach. You go through to a high-ceilinged, windowless room with black panels set in the walls. Riemann walks quickly, as if being timed. The door on the other side of the room slides open. You recognise daylight. Your prison was on the surface after all; the diffused light outside Room Six was the sky. A transport vehicle is backed up against the door, open, revealing two bench seats facing each other.

      You still haven’t seen anybody except Riemann. You follow him in and sit on a facing bench, panting slightly, which he finds amusing. He bangs twice on the panel to his right. The vehicle doors close and you hear the low hum of its engine. It’s the first time you’ve been in a vehicle since you were brought here. Not much seems to have changed. It’s another cell, this time on wheels. Riemann seems to relax. You watch him, asking yourself: Is this the same man? You try to picture the one you met in the 21st, but the image is indistinct. And you can’t ask the man sitting opposite because if he is the same man those meetings are still in his future.

      Instead you ask, “What happens now?”

      “They drive us to our first stop. It will take about four days to reach City Two East.”

      Once again you resist the impulse to correct him about the name. Four days. How long is it since you spent more than a few minutes with any other person? You look around. “It’s just you.”

      His expression stays blank. He is so young.

      “No guards.” You spell it out. “I thought I was an important prisoner.”

      “Important, perhaps.” There’s a flicker of amusement. “But not dangerous.”

      “So it’s just you.”

      “And the driver.”

      “Who do you work for?”

      “I told you. Awareness, seconded to Safety.”

      You feel the old contempt for the names they use: Happiness keeps them quiet; Safety keeps them in place; Awareness spies on everybody else. “And you’re taking me” – the word sticks in your throat – “home.”

      “That’s right.” He watches you carefully. “To help me find some people.”

      It sounds implausible. All this trouble to find missing people? It’s more likely to be an execution. They’ve grown tired of keeping you alive so they tell you they’re taking you home and then drive you to the nearest deserted spot. And this is the man they’ve chosen to do it: someone young, compliant. Go there, carry that, shoot this person in the face. “These people you’re looking for, what are they doing there?”

      “A translation error.” He pauses, considering what he can tell you. “An accident caused by a power fluctuation. Apparently it put them on a trajectory towards the 25th. And you know what happens then.”

      You don’t. You’ve never thought about the 25th. You will still be in prison by then, or dead.

      “The 25th don’t like travel,” he says, like he’s talking to a child. “If they see something coming they send it back. It must be easy when you have the details in advance. This one they sent back to City Two East. It should reach there in the next day or so.”

      “Why send them there?”

      “They don’t give reasons.”

      “That’s all you know?” You would have told a better story: they were kidnapped or there was sabotage. There would be a reason, an enemy and a moral. There would have been clarity. “What happens if you find them?”

      “There’ll be a medical transport waiting for us at the perimeter. When we find them I’ll send the location and they’ll collect us. Then I return with them.”

      It’s a lot of resources for two people. “And if you don’t find them?”

      “I find them.” He speaks as if the outcome is already known. “And when I do you return here and go back to your room.”

      And then it strikes you: the reason he’s travelling with you in a sealed vehicle. The reason there was nobody else present as he led you out of the prison. That cropped and patterned hair isn’t a style that’s come round again. They’re being careful about what he’s allowed to see: in this case, nothing outside the vehicle. Riemann is just as much a prisoner as you. “They’ve sent you forward, haven’t they?”

      He stiffens, tilts his head back. Military. “That’s not relevant.”

      “Why have they sent you? If they know where these people will be, why don’t they find them? Why weren’t they waiting for them?”

      “They have their reasons.”

      “Because they don’t want to go themselves,” you say. “Because it’s still dangerous.”

      “They have their reasons.” He’s not going to be drawn. A good subordinate, the best in his class, pleased to have been chosen for this. Compliant. They send him forward, they send him back. He follows orders and doesn’t think unless he’s told to. You feel, for a moment, almost sorry for him.

      “This translation error, was it a charter?”

      “A fixed link.”

      “I thought they were safe.”

      “This one wasn’t. And how would you know? You people didn’t travel.”

      “What have they told you about me?” You watch for his reaction. “I travelled. When I was your age. A fixed link.” Offer a shared experience and they will start to think they can trust you.

      He’s sceptical. “Didn’t you think it was impossible? Where did you go?”

      “The 21st. Where else are there fixed links? You can launch a translation from inside a transport.” You don’t think he’ll know this. “There’s a procedure, a panel. You open it. There are switches. You have to throw them in the right sequence. Twelve switches,” you tell him. “It’s so simple a Happiness could do it. But you have to remember the sequence. If you get it wrong it doesn’t work.” Your right hand jabs at the air between you, faltering at the fourth switch. You start again, and stop at the same place. You let your hands fall. “I used to know it,” you insist. “I had a good memory.”

      “They didn’t tell me you were talkative,” he says flatly. “It’s going to be a long ride. You might as well tell me about your city.”
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      “Are you sure?” Erquist is perplexed. He calls up records on the display panel on his desk. The screen is local tech, adapted: we don’t make them at home. Our industries have other priorities. “Are you really sure?”

      “I checked the list.”

      “Have you checked it more than once?”

      “Three times.” Her name is Adorna Mond. She was travelling alone. “Are you saying you didn’t know this was going to happen?”

      “Are you certain it has happened?”

      We’re in his office, behind Entertainment Area Two. Erquist’s office is in the style of home: sparely furnished, softly lit, windowless. Erquist has been Resort Supervisor for two years and has never left the resort. He rarely leaves his office. Most clients will spend their month in the 21st without ever having seen him. Even for one of us, he’s noticeably pale and soft, like a mushroom that’s acquired human form and a talent for administration.

      He stares at the display as if he expects the record to change. “It’s not on any report. Who do you think is missing?”

      I give the client’s name. “And she’s not in the resort. I checked with Safety.”

      “Is it possible you’ve made a mistake?”

      “No. She’s missing. Isn’t this the kind of thing we report?”

      “Is it possible Safety have made a mistake?”

      “They’ve checked twice.”

      “She hasn’t found the blind spot?”

      “No.” Reps have been looking for resort blind spots ever since their existence was first theorised. Nobody has ever found one. “She isn’t in the resort.”

      “How about the approach?”

      It’s the one place where the sensors might not find her: the approach to the travel zone, right at the heart of the resort, a winding corridor with nothing to see and an unsettling ambience where equipment frequently breaks down and the techs report hearing voices. Clients will have walked along two of them to get here; they’re not usually eager to repeat the experience, and there’s a Safety at the gate to discourage the ones who want to try. Besides, to get there she’d have to cross areas where the sensors do work. “She won’t be in the approach.”

      Erquist is untroubled. “Are you sure she was on your excursion?”

      “I counted her on. We must report this.”

      “Perhaps we do.” Erquist looks up from the display. He’s concerned, but only mildly. It’s the management style. Erquist is pure third-generation Happiness Executive. He’s probably incapable of anxiety. “But it’s obviously not important enough for it to be sent back.”

      “And the accident was?”

      “That’s different. The accident could have upset our clients. They had to know in advance it wouldn’t be serious. It’s a matter of operational importance. One client wandering off – it’s important to you, but it doesn’t create an operational problem. If it’s not in the forecast it must be because she turns up safely.”

      I feel a moment of hope. Perhaps Erquist is right. Perhaps she’s made her own way back, her signature contaminated by an electronic product from the 21st picked up at the shopping mall.

      Except Safety hasn’t reported any clients returning alone. She can’t be in the resort.

      Erquist is still tapping at his desk. “Have you said anything about this to your section chief?”

      “I came straight to you.”

      “Good.” Erquist waves away the records and settles back into his chair. “We can keep him out of the cone for now. I don’t see this is a problem. She’s not on the records because we didn’t report her missing. Which can only mean that you’re going to find her quickly and we’re going to decide the whole thing was a fuss about nothing. After all, assuming our client left the group, she did so through her own agency, didn’t she?”
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