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			Part One
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			One

			.

			 

			The gale howled across the frozen plateau. Born in a cyclonic whirling of clouds in the southern Pacific Ocean, fifteen hundred miles from the Chilean coast and a thousand miles to the south of Easter Island, it spun off polewards in a wave-flattening thrust of freezing air. Gathering momentum it roared across the floe-specked Amundsen Sea, and plunged through the obliquely angled terminator into Antarctic night, the winter night when nothing living should ever move across the surface of the land. The wind battered itself against the face of the coastal range of mountains, tearing off sharp-edged fragments of ice and hurling them on southwards towards the plateau and beyond.

			In the lap of the plateau, a mean five thousand feet higher than the frozen surface of the sea, the wind took on a relentless quality – a storm-wind moving in an unfaltering blast across the ice-slick surface, touching velocities of a hundred miles an hour, or more. Human flesh exposed to it would crystallize, break and crumble, then disintegrate in minutes. No man could stand the cold for more than seconds.

			This was the first gale of the winter.

			Six hundred feet below the surface, on the rocks of the plateau itself – rocks which had not felt the warm touch of the sun in millions of years, if ever at all – man had dared to build. Well lit, well ventilated and centrally heated, the Advanced Technique Concentration carried on its functions in perfect security and with absolute impregnability.

			From the surface, the only signs of its existence were several well-stayed poles marking each of the access-shafts on the perimeter. In summer months there was an airstrip here, and sometimes in winter too. There was one more flight expected this year, when the gale had blown itself out, then no more for another five months.

			The men in the Concentration needed the peace and security of the plateau to carry out their work. Here, more than four hundred scientists and their assistants worked on their specialist subjects – biochemistry, particle physics, nucleonics, bacterio­logy – usually in almost total ignorance of each other’s work.

			For the Concentration was no tiny station claiming a few square yards of Antarctic rock, but a complex system of research units linked by many tunnels through the ice. Its total area was thirty square miles, and it had been ten years in construction.

			 

			In one of the laboratories at the southern end, Dr Elias Wentik sat comfortably in a soft plastic chair, and fondled the muzzle of the rat which lay in his lap. The creature pushed its snout affectionately against his hand as he absent-mindedly stroked it.

			His assistant, a tall Nigerian named Abu N’Goko, worked with his head bent over a desk untidily scattered with notes.

			‘We shouldn’t stop now, Dr Wentik,’ he said suddenly, looking up.’ We can’t afford to be restricted by a mere technical detail.’

			‘But there is nothing we can do about it,’ Wentik replied mildly. ‘No one here wants to finish more than I do.’

			‘You know that’s not only what I mean.’

			‘That we’re not going fast enough? We should find an alternative process?’

			‘Yes.’

			I know you do, and I agree, thought Wentik. It is frustrating to be delayed for so long by something that is probably irrele­vant.

			Probably … Was. Wentik knew that the blind alley they were in was only temporary, but the problem was whether to go on, or … Or what? The alternatives frightened him.

			He glanced down at the rat on his lap. In three days, or less, it would be dead. The drug worked on the creatures, and worked as it should. Yet within six days of the administration of the drug, all the treated animals died. Whether it was as a direct effect of the compound, or some side-effect caused by the metabolism of the rodents, Wentik didn’t know. There wasn’t another kind of animal in the Concentration with which they could experiment, and no more could be flown in until the end of the winter.

			There was only one available kind of animal left to try it on – man.

			For days, Wentik and N’Goko had argued it backwards and forwards. N’Goko wanted to go on; Wentik counselled restraint. Whereas N’Goko was willing to submit to experimentation him­self with the drug, Wentik wanted to develop different varieties of it, gaseous and liquid, and wait out the winter until they could obtain different breeds of animal.

			And anyway Wentik had tried the drug himself against his own better judgment, though he had not admitted as much to N’Goko.

			For the last three weeks he had been taking minute quantities of it, under carefully self-imposed restrictions. He was always alone in his room with the door locked. He made sure each time of no interruptions, and would lie back on his bunk and watch the hallucinations it produced. For, like lysergic acid, the drug seemed to have no harmful short-term effect. Aside from its hallucinogenic properties, and the vivid dreams it sometimes produced after taking it, Wentik had been unable to determine any deterioration of his mental or physical make-up. Larger or more concentrated dosages were another matter.

			He said to N’Goko: ‘I know what you’re going to say, and the answer’s still no. You’re not going to take the drug.’

			‘Is that final?’

			‘Yes. For the moment we carry on trying different strengths and mixes on rats.’

			‘And go on killing them,’ the Nigerian said, slightly bitterly. 

			‘If we have to.’

			The two men sat in silence for several seconds. Finally, Wentik said: ‘I wish we’d known this would happen before winter.’

			With an abruptness that startled them both, the door banged open. Wentik whirled round angrily in his seat.

			‘What the hell do you mean by coming in like that?’ he demanded.’ This is a private office!’

			There were two men standing in the doorway, neither of whom Wentik had seen before at the Concentration. The taller of the two men, who stood slightly behind the other, looked at Wentik with what was evidently keen interest. But it was the other man who spoke.

			‘Doctor Wentik?’ he said in a voice which held a distinct quiver of suppressed authority.

			‘Yes. Now get out before we throw you out. You know the rules of the Concentration.’ 

			The two men looked at each other.

			‘I’m sorry if we’ve breached etiquette, Doctor Wentik,’ the man said.’ But I must ask you to step outside for a moment.’

			Wentik looked at his assistant. ‘Do you know these two?’ he asked.

			‘No. But they might have come in on the last aircraft.’

			‘That’s right,’ the taller of the two men said. ‘It’ll take only a moment.’

			‘What do you want?’

			The shorter man held the door wider open and indicated with his hand that Wentik should go out into the corridor.

			Wentik stood up suddenly, and passed over the tame rat to N’Goko.

			‘Look after Browning for a moment,’ he said, using the pet name he had given to it. ‘There’s only one way to deal with this.’

			His assistant took the rat, who squealed loudly at the dis­turb­ance. Wentik followed the taller man into the corridor, while the other shut the door.

			‘Right, let’s see your ID,’ Wentik said. Everyone at the Con­centration was exceptionally security-conscious and it was un­likely in the extreme that anyone could gain illegal entry to the station even if they were able to find it. However, it would do no harm to flex the muscles of the rules.

			The first man silently unbuttoned a flap over a breast pocket in the drab grey uniform he wore. He took out a green-covered booklet, and passed it over. Wentik took it.

			Everything was in order. Below a photograph of the man was a string of numbers and the name: Clive V. Astourde. Several other details were printed on the page, but Wentik skipped them. It was only a formality anyway.

			‘What about him?’ he said.

			The man called Astourde said: ‘I can vouch for him. He isn’t carrying a card.’

			‘Then he should be,’ Wentik said. ‘Do you realize that if I were to call the Military Police I could have him arrested?’

			Astourde nodded, and the two men walked slowly away. Wentik’s ordeal had begun.

			 

			That was the first of three occasions he talked to Astourde before leaving the Concentration.

			The second was in the tiny bar in what was geographically and socially the centre of the Concentration.

			He and N’Goko were sitting at a table with some of the tech­nicians who worked under them. It was informal but the conversation, as always, centred around their work.

			In some ways, Wentik and N’Goko were unusual at the Con­centration for they were the only non-Americans. Wentik had flown over from Britain a few months earlier on an exchange basis for one of the big chemical corporations in the States. Within weeks his work had been classified and he and N’Goko had found themselves working for a branch of the Administra­tion. His transfer to the Concentration had been only partly voluntary, as by now he was directly responsible to a defence subcommittee within the Pentagon. What had started out as a simple piece of biochemical research had escalated rapidly into something whose full implications were still not totally con­ceived.

			So what had been merely a three-month separation from his wife was now going to be at least another five months.

			Astourde walked into the room, unseen by Wentik, and bought a small beer from the bar. He raised it to his mouth, sipped it, and walked over to Wentik’s table.

			‘Do you mind if I join you?’ he said directly, interrupting Wentik in mid-phrase.

			‘I’m afraid I do.’

			N’Goko said: ‘You’re disturbing an important conversation, Mr Astourde.’

			‘What I want is important too.’ 

			Wentik sighed, and said: ‘OK.’

			He moved to another table and sat down. Astourde sat beside him.

			‘Do you mind if I ask what you are doing here, Doctor Wentik?’

			‘I do mind, and I don’t see what it has to do with you. What right have you to be here?’

			‘I’m on government business. I think you knew that any­way.’

			Wentik said: ‘I doubt if you could be here at all if you weren’t working for the state in some way or another.’

			Astourde smiled, and Wentik noticed for the first time the man’s tiny eyes, reflecting the light-bulbs that hung from the metal ceiling. He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a short strip of translucent paper. Within the fold lay a section of 35-mm film.

			He tossed it on the table in front of Wentik.

			‘Take a look at that,’ he said.

			Wentik raised it to the nearest light-source, and peered at it. It was a single frame from a colour film. On the edge of the film, outside the sprocket-holes, were the letters KODA –.

			The frame itself was a picture of a stretch of what looked like short-cropped grass or corn-stubble. The sky was a pale blue, crossed with a sharp white streak of jet-trail. Because of the size of the frame it was difficult to make out details, but not far from the camera was a white aircraft standing on the grass. It was of a design like nothing Wentik had ever seen before.

			Astourde passed him a magnifying glass.

			‘Look at it with this,’ he offered.

			Wentik took the glass, and examined the craft in closer de­tail.

			With no scale to measure by it was impossible to estimate the size of the craft. It rested on the grass without undercarriage, but its nose was raised a little higher than the rest of the body. Its shape was pointed. The only sign there was of a cockpit was a sloping piece of glass set flush with the lines of the rest of the fuselage. Although it was on the side of the craft it seemed to be the only part from which it could be piloted. The plane had stubby delta wings, set high on its body.

			‘What is it?’ Wentik said.

			‘We think it’s a jet aircraft of advanced design.’

			‘You think … ?’

			Astourde said: ‘It took off shortly after that photograph was taken. It was a VTOL. No one got near it.’

			Wentik put the piece of film on to the table, and finished his drink. ‘So it’s a UFO. Why tell me?’

			‘Because it’s not that. We know it’s a jet, and that it’s piloted by human beings.’

			‘So whose is it?’

			Astourde shrugged, and finished his own beer. ‘No one in the Pentagon can identify it. That’s why we want you.’

			He got up and walked away.

			The last time he saw Astourde before leaving the Concentra­tion, Wentik was back at work in his laboratory again, the day after the encounter in the bar. With his characteristically brusque manner, Astourde walked in and went directly up to Wentik. ‘I must see you,’ he began.

			‘I’m busy. You’ll have to wait.’ Wentik turned back to his work.

			Astourde took his elbow in a firm grip and propelled him to the door. Outside in the corridor the temperature was at least twenty degrees cooler, and Wentik shivered.

			Astourde said: ‘We’re leaving tomorrow.’

			‘We … ?’

			‘You and I. And Musgrove.’

			Wentik turned sharply, as he realized that the other man was in the corridor too, dressed in black trousers and a dark blue polo-­neck sweater. He was carrying a rifle, and held it at an un­certain angle in the fingers of his right hand, as if not accustomed to the handling of weapons.

			Wentik said: ‘But I can’t leave. I’m in the middle of my work.’

			‘That’s all been cleared from Washington.’

			‘You mean I’m being recalled? No one has said anything.’ Musgrove stepped forward. ‘That’s why we’re here. It’s connected with your research.’

			‘In what way?’

			Astourde said: ‘You’ll see when we get there.’

			Just then, N’Goko came to the door of the laboratory and stood looking at the three men. In his hands he held the tame rat. It was dead.

			Wentik looked at N’Goko, then back at the other two.

			‘Where are we going?’ he said.

			Astourde’s hand moved towards the breast pocket from where he had taken the photograph the night before. 

			‘To Brazil,’ he said.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Two

			.

			 

			My dearest Jean,

			Well, I warned you I wouldn’t be able to write much longer. But there’s a plane coming in tomorrow against all expectations, so everyone is writing letters tonight. But surprise! I will be on the plane myself.

			It doesn’t mean I’m coming home just yet, but at least it looks as if I shan’t be wintering under the Antarctic ice-cap! I’m pleased in some respects … we’re somewhat stymied on the work at the moment. I’ll tell you the details when I see you, but for the moment all that has happened is that our tests on the rats haven’t worked out quite as planned. I’m leaving Abu in charge here for the moment, though it doesn’t look as if I’ll be able to get back here until after the winter’s over. Abu has all my notes, although I fear that once I am out of the way he’ll take matters into his own hands.

			But my other news is much more mysterious! It seems I’m being recalled by the government. They’ve sent two of the strangest men down here to get me. I don’t understand Americans, but I suppose I never will. One’s a very swarthy man called Musgrove, with big shoulders and arms. He doesn’t say much but just hangs around and looks menacing. I saw him with a rifle the other day, but I can’t think what he means to use it on. The other man, though, without doing anything positive really gives me the creeps. He has a rather disconcerting habit of walking away in the middle of conversation, as if he is striving for some kind of effect. I feel the whole time he is waiting for a chance to pounce, though God knows he’s got no axe to grind as far as I am concerned. Anyway, I expect all the mystery will be cleared up by the time we get to Washington. Though that’s something else that’s a bit odd. When I asked this man (his name’s Astourde, by the way) where we were going to, he said Brazil. I’m presuming that he meant Rio de Janeiro, since that was one of our last stopping-off places on the way down.

			You’re not to get alarmed by this, Jean dear. I’m sure there’s nothing in it. It’s just their manner that’s so disconcerting. When I get to Washington I’ll telephone you straight away, and it could be that you’ll even be hearing from me before you get this letter.

			I’m off to get an early night as we’re leaving in about ten hours’ time. The plane is due here in the next few minutes. Apparently it would have come earlier but for a gale that’s been blowing for the last few days. We never get to know about the weather down here.

			Give my love to Timothy and Jane. I’ll get them some presents before I come back. And you … look after yourself, and don’t worry. be in touch. ’Bye for now.

			All my love, 

			Li

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Three

			.

			 

			Wentik lay in his hotel bed, and listened to the early-morning sounds of the town of Porto Velho. Already the muggy heat was rising along the banks of the Madeira River half a mile away. In the square below, a heavy diesel engine was continually ticking over with a hesitant repetitive sound.

			For the last fortnight he had been here, waiting while equip­ment was flown in from the coast.

			Astourde had disappeared. The man, incongruous now in the heat of the city in his thick grey uniform, took Wentik by taxi to a hotel and, without excuse, left him there.

			An hour later, Musgrove had turned up. He was Wentik’s only contact in Porto Velho, rarely leaving his side. He seemed to know little, and spoke even less. Wherever Wentik went, Musgrove followed him, and he began to get his first uncomfort­able feelings of being not totally free.

			His major discomfort in Porto Velho was his lack of informa­tion. All he knew was that Astourde and Musgrove appeared to be working for the American government, had possession of a photograph of an unknown plane, and were ordering and buying several tons of equipment like tents and food. This rather abstract disquiet, and the necessary boredom of hanging purpose­lessly around a South American riverside town, added to the slight feelings of disorientation he was experiencing.

			Apart from this, his days in Porto Velho passed comfortably enough. Musgrove was the worst kind of companion (never volunteering information, and rarely supplying any even when asked) but his room in the hotel was acceptable, and his personal freedom comparatively great. Only when he asked Musgrove when he would be returning to Washington did the man show any streak of threat.

			‘You won’t be going there,’ he said, not looking directly at Wentik. ‘Not ever. Nor will Astourde.’

			The day after he arrived, Wentik wrote a letter to Senator McDonald, who was chairman of the Research Appropriations Sub­committee that handled the affairs of the Con­centra­tion. He stated exactly what had happened to him, and asked for an explanation. He wrote everything he knew about Astourde and Musgrove (which wasn’t much) and told the Senator that he was being prepared for a journey whose destination he did not know. He closed with an urgent request for an immediate reply.

			He managed to post the letter in a public square without Musgrove noticing, and in achieving this felt immediately more secure.

			Only later, when the days dragged on and no reply was forth­coming, did his apprehensions return.

			He heard the diesel engine rev up suddenly in the square below, then snicker down into silence.

			Abruptly, with his usual disregard for privacy, Musgrove blundered into the room. He crossed to the bed and stood staring coldly down through the mosquito-webbing at Wentik.

			‘We’re leaving,’ he said curtly. ‘There’s a suitcase here for your stuff. Pack as few things as you can, then come downstairs. We’re waiting for you.’

			Wentik dressed quickly and, looking out of the window, saw that Musgrove was talking with a group of about twelve men. They were dressed, like Musgrove, in neutral grey which bore no insignia, yet had the unmistakable appearance of a uniform. Whatever the purpose of the clothes, they were totally in­appropriate for the climate.

			As he watched, the men loaded a few crates into a high-sided diesel lorry.

			Wentik came downstairs, and joined the others. The men, evidently seeing him for the first time, looked at him with frank curiosity. Musgrove said something incoherent to them, and they climbed into the back of the lorry with the equipment. He looked sourly at Wentik.

			‘Are you ready?’ he said.

			Wentik nodded, and he and Musgrove climbed into the front cab, where a driver was already sitting.

			Wentik found himself in the middle of the cab between Musgrove and the driver, sitting on the housing of the internally mounted engine with his legs astride the gearbox. Musgrove lit a black-papered cigarette, and the evil-smelling smoke drifted into his face.

			The driver rested his elbow on the frame of the open window as they rolled slowly through the dusty streets. It was still only eight o’clock in the morning.

			At the bank of the river they halted, and Musgrove went into the office of the ferry-company. Within minutes, the engine of the antiquated hover-ferry had been started, and they were taken across the river towards the uninhabited southern bank. Here, the ramp up from the water led on to a deserted highway cut through the forest. As the lorry drove away, the ferry swung gracefully in a cloud of white spray back across the river towards the town.

			The road led south from Porto Velho, in a black straight line across the plain.

			Wentik said: ‘Where does this road lead to?’

			‘Bolivia,’ Musgrove replied shortly. ‘We don’t follow it far.’

			They followed it, in fact, for thirty miles, then on Musgrove’s instructions the driver turned off to the left on to a one-way metalled track. Immediately, the going became more hazardous.

			Occasionally they passed through tiny villages, where half-­naked children would run down to the side of the street and wave. Even now in the late 1980s, thought Wentik, there were still places on Earth where a mechanized lorry was a novelty.

			The day grew hotter, and the air coming in from the windows at the side did nothing to ease the growing discomfort in the cab. Around noon they stopped for a light meal and a drink, then they were on their way again. Wentik grew more and more conscious of the fact that they were striking away from the relatively civilized plain around Porto Velho and into the foot­hills of the high plateau that formed part of the Mato Grosso.

			Towards evening, Musgrove (who had spent the major part of the hot day in brooding silence) reached into his pocket and passed Wentik a scrap of paper that had been folded many times. It was dirty, and bore the marks of several fingerprints.

			Wentik opened it and started to read.

			 

			Elias Wentik:

			You are probably mystified as to the nature of your journey and its connection with the photograph I showed you. I can only tell you to be patient for the moment. A lot of our so-called knowledge about the Planalto District is largely speculative, and much of its nature is self-explanatory. The machine in that photograph comes from the Planalto District; I took it myself on an earlier visit. More than this, you will discover for yourself as you enter the District.

			Do not be alarmed by Musgrove’s behaviour. He can seem a little irrational at times, but he will do you no harm. Anyway, I have charged him with your safe transit, and will hold him responsible if you do not arrive safely.

			 

			Yr obedient servant, 

			C. Astourde

			 

			‘You’ve read this?’ Wentik asked, holding it up.

			Musgrove laughed. ‘Yes. Astourde had sealed it originally, thinking I wouldn’t open it.’

			Wentik looked again at the piece of paper. The uneasy for­mality of the last phrase stuck in his mind throughout the evening. There was something derisory in its context, as if Astourde recognized a growing submission by Wentik to circumstance.

			Beside him Musgrove chuckled, adding to his forebodings.

			 

			‘Where are we going?’ Wentik suddenly said to Musgrove as they squatted in the light of the oil-lamps suspended from branches above their heads. The other men had driven off in the lorry to the nearby village of Sao Sebastiao after pitching the tents and eating another meal. Musgrove was leaning against the trunk of one of the trees, idly listening to music coming through a battered transistor radio at his side.

			He said: ‘To Planalto.’

			‘Is Astourde there?’

			‘He will be by now. He’s flying in by helicopter.’

			Wentik pulled the letter from his pocket, and looked at it again for about the tenth time that day.

			‘What is the Planalto District?’ he asked. ‘Is it some kind of government base?’

			Musgrove smiled enigmatically.

			‘You could call it that,’ he said. ‘The only people you’ll meet there will be working for the government.’

			‘And the aircraft?’

			‘Astourde took that photograph the first time he saw the District. You’ll find out more about that later.’

			Wentik sat in thought for a moment. Around him, the noises of the dark Brazilian jungle went through their terrifying range. High in the trees, animal voices wailed backwards and forwards, sounding uncannily human. There was nothing like this in Wentik’s experience: a constant ululation of sourceless banshee screams. Musgrove had told him they were harmless. In the jungle were a great many arboreal animals; in particular spider-monkeys and sloths. In this part of the world, animals are never seen, they are only heard.

			Wentik looked at the other man, his face half in shadow from the inefficient lamps in the trees. Musgrove’s expression was blank, like that of a man unwilling to divulge more information than he had to.

			‘What is the Planalto District?’ he asked him.

			‘It’s a region of the Mato Grosso. In English it means “high plateau”.’

			‘Then what is special about it?’

			Musgrove said: ‘You’ll see. It’s a part of the world where you can see in one direction but not in the other. A place you can walk into, but not out of.’

			Wentik stood up, inadvertently knocking one of the lanterns as he did so. Shadows swung around them in the clearing. Holding on to one of the low branches he stood over Musgrove.

			‘I don’t understand.’

			Musgrove stared up at him blandly and began rolling one of his black-papered cigarettes.

			‘You’ll see,’ he repeated.’ When we get there.’

			Suddenly irritated, Wentik walked away to his tent. Musgrove had been uncooperative and uncommunicative all the time he had known him; now he was being deliberately cryptic.

			 

			They drove for three more days, climbing higher and higher, and encountering steadily deteriorating driving conditions.

			Wentik’s first night under canvas had been a nightmare experience. The jungle was alive with insects and animals, and the cries continued from dusk to dawn. His face was spotted and swollen with insect bites, and the legs of his trousers were fraying already from the sharp and densely matted undergrowth that was everywhere.

			Musgrove took delight in pointing out the more horrific indi­genous fauna. They passed a pool at one point, swarming with frogs five and seven inches long. Their passing disturbed the reptiles, who let out a croaking roar whose suddenness and volume had startled Wentik. A column of sunba-ants had crossed the trail, and Musgrove directed the driver to stop while they watched. When the stream of insects was at its widest, he nodded, and the lorry drove through, crushing the inch-long insects with a clearly audible crackling noise. Behind them, the column marched on unbroken.

			On the second day the track ran parallel with the indistinct bank of a wide, yellow river. The rain-forest they had en­countered in the foothills had now given way to dense tropical jungle, the sky rarely visible overhead. It rained for hours every day, a warm muddy rain that only increased the overall humidity of the jungle and did nothing to cool the temperatures. Every­where was a dank, sweltering green. The trees themselves seemed to be made of mould, as if no timber grew inside their trunks. Everywhere, parasitic liane creepers sprawled across branches and trunks, as if to drag down the jungle to the humus-flooded floor from which it grew. In several places the creepers had grown or fallen across the track, and the men had to hack a way through with the razor-sharp machetes. Brightly coloured para­keets flew from tree to tree, a dazzling burst of movement that seemed out of place in these monochrome surroundings.

			The men in the back of the lorry took it in turns to drive, but Musgrove and Wentik were always in the cab. The heat was intolerable. Wentik had no change of clothing and within a day of leaving Porto Velho his clothes were drenched with sweat.

			The track had now become nothing more than a flattened, muddy path through the trees. The lorry lurched constantly in and out of slime-covered pot-holes, and the never-ceasing rocking in the cab was extremely uncomfortable to Wentik, perched pre­cariously on the hot engine-cover.

			Musgrove lapsed again into silence by the evening of the second day, as if sensitive to the irritation he had earlier caused Wentik. He’d swear occasionally at the lurching of the cab, but beyond this said little.

			Only once since the first night was the subject of the Planalto District raised.

			Wentik had said: ‘When do we get there?’ Mysteriously, Musgrove had thought slowly about his answer, then said with his sardonic crypticism: ‘That’s right.’

			Making nothing of this Wentik had let it go, and said no more.

			On the third day they came across the wreck of an American army-lorry, standing with its nearside wheels in a pool of stagnant water not far from the road.

			The driver of their lorry drew up a safe distance from it, and the three men in the cab climbed down. There was no sign of anyone around.

			They climbed into the compartment at the back and dis­covered a diesel compression-generator and several assorted excavating tools ranging from hydraulic machinery down to spades and picks. Musgrove looked at the lorry impassively, and scribbled into a notebook the number stencilled in white paint on the nearside running-board. They returned to their own lorry.

			Before getting into the cab Musgrove climbed into the back, and Wentik heard the groan of a hand-generator of the type used on short-range radio transmitters.

			Five minutes later Musgrove was back in the cab, and the lurching trek through the jungle continued as before.

			That afternoon, after several miles of extreme difficulty, with the engine and gearbox roaring in low-gear four-wheel drive, Musgrove suddenly pointed across the cabin and shouted at the driver. 

			‘There! Park there!’

			The driver braked immediately, and the lorry jerked to a halt.

			The men in the back climbed down, looking dirty and tired after what must have been a long ordeal in the box-like compart­ment at the rear of the vehicle. They unloaded several small crates from the lorry, and shared them out between themselves. Wentik was given two rifles to carry, and a canteen of luke-warm water. Musgrove helped himself to a huge duffel-bag containing blankets.

			Laden down and sweating profusely, they all set off on foot through the jungle.

			 

			‘Stop!’

			Musgrove’s voice brought them to a halt. Apparently un­hindered by his unwieldy load, he’d stepped out several yards ahead of the others. Now he stood with his arms apart, silhouetted against brightness ahead.

			He turned and called to Wentik. ‘Come over here.’

			Wentik gave the two rifles to the nearest man, and walked forward.

			Musgrove turned as he reached him, and looked at the other men. He seemed undecided about what to do.

			Finally he said: ‘I think you’d better go back to the lorry. Work your way round the perimeter until tonight, then in the morning join us at the jail. The map-reference is in the folder.’

			He tossed a compass to the man who had been the last driver of the lorry, then nodded to Wentik and they walked forward.

			They moved for several hundred yards, the light ahead of them brightening slowly. Wentik, curious to see what the source of the light was, had difficulty in keeping up with Musgrove, who, in spite of the customary tangle of undergrowth, was moving positively and quickly.

			Then they reached the edge of the forest, and stood looking across a broad plain. The sun shone down brilliantly on close-cropped stubble, hurting their eyes.

			The photograph … 

			That colour-frame Astourde had carried had been taken here. In the centre of one of the densest jungles in the world, a plain of mown stubble that stretched beyond the horizon.

			Wentik looked to his side at the trees, and noted how abruptly the terminal line between trees and stubble was drawn.

			‘What the hell is this place?’ he said to Musgrove.

			The other looked at him derisively. ‘What you’ve been waiting for. The Planalto District. Come on.’

			Together they stepped out of the jungle, and walked across the plain two hundred years into the future.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Four

			.

			 

			They had walked for about three hundred yards, when Wentik turned to look back at the jungle they had left. It had disappeared. Behind them, as in front, the stubble extended to the horizon.

			Shaken, he stopped dead and pointed out the phenomenon to Musgrove. The man turned and looked. He shrugged.

			‘That’s because it doesn’t exist on this time-plane.’ He stood with Wentik looking back across the plain.

			‘Odd feeling, isn’t it?’ he said surprisingly.

			Wentik, who was aware of an overwhelming sense of displace­ment and helplessness, could only agree.

			‘Look, Musgrove,’ he said in a voice trembling with a mixture of sudden anger and confusion.’ What the hell’s going on?’

			‘You want me to tell you?’

			‘Don’t you think it’s about time?’

			‘Probably – Let’s go on, and I’ll tell you as we walk.’

			Wentik put the canteen of water on the ground, and sat down next to it.

			‘No. I’m staying here until you tell me.’

			The other man shrugged. ‘Suits me. It’ll give us a break anyway.’

			‘All I want to know,’ said Wentik, ‘is what this place is. Where it is, and why I’ve been brought here.’

			Musgrove looked around. ‘What do you want to know first?’

			‘What this place is.’

			‘I told you,’ he said. ‘ It’s called the Planalto District. We’re in a part of Brazil called the Serra do Norte in the Mato Grosso.’

			‘Go on,’ Wentik said. ‘That much I’d worked out for myself. I’m more interested in what you said about a time-plane.’

			‘It’s difficult to conceive,’ said Musgrove. ‘But if you can imagine a place existing at two different times, then that is this. Where we are now is the Planalto of ad 2189. Where we were somewhere over there,’ he waved vaguely with his hand, ‘was in 1989.’

			‘And by walking a few hundred yards we jumped two hundred years?’

			Musgrove nodded.

			‘There’s a displacement field which controls the balance between the two times. If you stand in 1989 and look over here as we did a few minutes ago the District has a distinct perimeter. In fact, that border is the extent of the field. Cross it, and you are immedi­ately transferred to 2189. The field is still all around us, but the visible line created by the forest in the past is now no longer there.’

			Wentik unscrewed the top of the canteen he had brought with him, and took a mouthful of the warm water.

			‘This field that you mention,’ he said eventually. ‘I take it that it’s artificial.’

			Musgrove looked at him shrewdly. ‘That’s right. But I don’t think Astourde knows that. Anyway, as far as you are concerned, all you need to know is that the Planalto District was discovered by the cia, and is being studied by the same. How you got involved, I think I’ll leave to Astourde to explain.’

			‘How far from civilization are we?’

			‘It depends on what you mean by civilization,’ Musgrove replied. ‘This is still Brazil. You saw how far we drove from Porto Velho. That’s the nearest town.’

			He stood up, and put an arm through the strap of the duffel-bag.

			‘Come on,’ he said.’ We’ve a long way to walk.’ Wentik stood up too, and lifted the canteen. They continued in the direction in which they’d been walking before they stopped, the sun lowering now towards the horizon to their left. The heat was no less than it had been before, and Wentik found himself looking round at the sky to try and see some cloud. Even the warm, sticky rain would be preferable to walking in this un­shaded glare. As they went on he and Musgrove drank freely from the canteen, until the sun set.

			As night fell, the temperature dropped sharply, and they crawled into the blankets. Wentik shifted restlessly for hours, trying to find a comfortable lying position in the hard stubble. Eventually, he drifted off into sleep.

			 

			Wentik awoke, and found he was alone.

			Musgrove’s blankets were lying empty beside him, but the canteen of water had disappeared. He stood up, and felt a cool wind blowing. The sun was up, but the temperature had not yet started to climb.

			He gathered up the blankets and crammed them into the duffel-­bag that Musgrove had carried.

			He looked all around him.

			In the brittle stubble it was impossible to detect a trail. He screwed up his eyes and peered again at the surrounding plain. Miles away, almost on the horizon, he could see a tiny black dot. With no other features apparent, Wentik made for it.

			Hurrying, in an effort to reach his destination before the sun became too hot, he traversed the distance in two hours, but was perspiring freely when he reached it.
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