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To the Boojum




ONE


There are those who told us, the larger mission is impossible.
It can’t be done. To them we said, Be Bold.


– from: A Manual for Bold Soldiers


The suitor had arrived without companions. He was in his midtwenties and appeared to be healthy. He swore that no one knew of his mission. So he was taken in and kept under surveillance for twenty-four hours before being brought via circuitous paths, to the first of three warehouses. There too he was made to wait with no explanations. His clothes were replaced with new ones, he was interrogated again, and searched for electronic bugs. There were none.


On the morning of the sixth day, a hood was placed over his head and he was transported to a new location in a wheeled cart. When he was on his feet once more, two silent escorts walked him through carpeted corridors until he entered a cool, enclosed space. Then his blindfold was removed and he saw he was in a windowless chamber. Chilled air poured in through invisible vents. Concealed lighting spilled from the grey stone ceiling onto grey stone walls. Underfoot, the floor was carpeted. In the centre of the room was a great rectangular slab of black granite, polished to a mirror finish. It was the height of a dining table, built to accommodate six diners on each of the long sides.


All three Brothers were present. Two sat on high-backed chairs in the far corner to the right, looking towards him. There were no other chairs in the room. The third brother stood by the door in the wall opposite. The suitor remained standing.


His name was not announced nor did anyone ask him for it. He was tall, with glass-green eyes and black hair combed straight back from a narrow forehead. His nose was shapely but his cheeks were taut with hunger and his chin a little weak. There was a worrying slackness about his mouth, but his teeth had been inspected earlier and been declared perfect. He wore a maroon tunic given to him that morning. It suited the tobacco brown of his skin.


No one spoke.


Footsteps made by slippered feet were heard approaching the room. There was a knock. The third brother slid back the door he was standing next to. For an instant, a figure was silhouetted in the doorway, against the sunlit courtyard beyond. Then the door slid shut once more and the figure came forward to stand beside the table. A spotlight developed directly over that place.


In the harsh overhead light the suitor saw what looked like a child of twelve, covered from head to foot in spider-grey chiffon veils. The air coursing through the room caused the draperies to shift this way and that, now revealing now concealing a slender, angular form wearing a dark tunic beneath the veil and a floor-length skirt. The face was in shadow.


‘Here she is,’ said Eldest. ‘A prompt little thing.’ He turned to her. ‘Say something, Meiji. Let him hear your voice.’


The figure kept her head bent. Perhaps she gazed through her veils at the suitor’s reflection in the tabletop. In a low tone she said, ‘Hello.’


The suitor leaned forward, squinting, his voice thick. ‘The face!’ he said. ‘Surely I must see the face!’


‘For the moment, this is all.’


‘I – I will pay,’ said the suitor, ‘…anything…’


‘Please!’ said Eldest. ‘Let us not be crude. There will be time enough later for discussions of that type –’


‘But then this is a cruel farce – a tease!’


‘Very few have come even this far,’ said the second brother, Middle, cutting in. His voice rumbled up from deep within his rounded belly, making a sound like pebbles being stirred in an earthen water pot. Like both his siblings, he wore black robes that swathed him from the neck down. He had silver clasps at the neck and along the dart of the chest. Two diamond studs flashed in each earlobe. ‘It is a unique privilege merely to breathe the same air as her. As you well know.’


The mood in the room shifted immediately from sombre to dark.


The table was almost as broad as the suitor was tall. To his credit, he managed in one energetic bound to get halfway across it. He was actually in mid-air, his hands yearning towards the girl, before the short muscular figures on either side of him caught him, flung him to the floor and, with a swift jerk, broke his neck. There was little noise: the escort-drones were deaf-mutes and the suitor did not cry out. He must have known, from Middle’s remark, what the outcome of this interview would be. Still, he had to make the attempt, if only to be original. The drones left the room at once, dragging the body behind them, one foot each.


The door closed.


The girl remained where she stood, her head bent. Only a slight trembling of her veils showed her reaction.


Middle turned to her and said, ‘You may go, Meiji. Wait in your Morning Room. One of us will come very soon, to speak to you.’


She did as she was told without a word.


The moment she had gone, Youngest, who had held the door open for her, spun around to his brothers, crying, ‘This is wrong!


‘Which part?’ asked the Eldest, turning his white-haired head in the way of an old man whose neck is no longer supple, by slanting his chin up to the right. ‘The suitor? Or the method of his dispatch?’


‘Exposing her to these incidents!’ said Youngest. He pointed to the floor where the girl had been standing. ‘Do you see?’ he demanded of the other two. ‘She wet herself.’


Middle shrugged. ‘I am not surprised. It is shocking after all –’


‘But it cannot be good for her!’ exclaimed Youngest. ‘She will be scarred –’


‘Tell us something we don’t know,’ said Eldest.


‘If you will never act upon something you know, then it’s the same as not knowing it,’ said Youngest. His face was smooth-shaven and had not yet acquired the jowls, the scattering of tiny black moles and the beetling eyebrows of his older siblings. But his mouth, like theirs, was the colour of ripe plums, strongly outlined and heavily creased. His hair, though thicker and blacker than theirs, was streaked with grey. He wore it looped in coils at the back of his head. His own robe had a less severe cut than his brothers’. Instead of the dart, it had a vertical slit down its front, fastened with jewelled studs.


‘Must we discuss it this instant?’ Eldest looked tired. ‘I do not enjoy the sight of young men being killed any more than you do. Who will go to be with the child? She must not be alone with her thoughts.’


‘I will go. Her lesson is long overdue,’ said the middle brother, rising. ‘We are memorizing yet another ancient text. A dictionary. More than nine-tenths of the words are empty sounds now.’


‘But what will you tell her about what she witnessed here?’ said Youngest. ‘How will you explain these rough strangers who appear in and disappear from her world with the suddenness of shooting stars?’


‘Unlike you,’ said Middle, ‘I see no reason to confuse her. I explain nothing. And she asks nothing –’


‘– she asks me!’ said Youngest.


‘– because you tell her more than she needs to know,’ riposted Middle.


‘I said, enough!’


That was Eldest.


‘We need to discuss this matter, yes. And we will do so, at the night meal. Now go. Leave me. Are there any entertainers with us? Good. Send me one. And a masseur too. Tonight, we will talk.’




TWO


Sentiment is the breeding place for fear and sorrow.


– from: The Thoughts


Meiji stood in the centre of her Morning Room. She had changed out of her veils and now wore a short-sleeved white blouse over a pale pink skirt, gathered at the waist, reaching down to mid-calf. She was standing on a footstool, positioned so that she could see her reflection in both of two mirrors, set into columns in the room. The mirrors were high enough that she could only see her face if she added a foot to her height. In her hands she held a pair of fluorescent green goggles and a broad-brimmed straw hat.


She put the hat on first and turned towards the reflection on her right.


‘Well, my dear,’ said Meiji to her reflection, ‘you’re in a shocking mood today!’


Then she whipped the hat off and placed the goggles on her face. Turning towards the other mirror, she said, ‘So would you be, Mister Piggie, if you had seen a big black Creeper being subtracted! Right in front of your eyes. Why, it’s enough to make a little frog like myself quite ill.’


She replaced the goggles and turned. ‘So that’s what you did today, Mister Frog! I asked myself where you’d disappeared, and that too on a Word List day, imagine! I was right here, of course, and managed to learn the whole lot. Shall I recite them to you? I like the short ones best –’


‘Oh, stop with your endless words! I don’t know if I can take any more of them. I’d rather talk about the Creeper. He was horribly awful, you know. Just like the rest.’


‘Nonsense! I don’t believe a square root of it!’


‘You must. You-Know-Who was there. You can always ask her.’


‘NO idea who you mean…’


‘Of course you do. The one who looks just like us, but then again, is completely different.’


‘Such lies!’


‘I can’t believe you don’t remember. Your memory is null and void.’


‘Lies, lies, lies! Why – you’re a whole Island of Liars, all to yourself!’


‘Never mind the lies. I want to tell you about the Creeper. He was as tall as a building and his eyes were like spears. With points like flame. They poked right into me, and burned me as they went. And they went right through me too and bumped against the door behind. Ooh! I hated him so much –’


‘How much, exactly?’


‘There aren’t numbers enough in the world to express how much!’


‘Then use quantities –’


‘Twenty rivers and fifty-six oceans –’


‘Is that all?’ said broad-brim-hatted Meiji. ‘Hmmm…I would have said –’


‘– but you weren’t there!’


‘Oh – that’s right – well…judging from YOUR reaction –’


‘I only saw his reflection in the tabletop. It was quite bad enough. But the drones caught him and killed him –’


‘Killed him!’


‘– but not before he jumped up and flew through the air towards me. I could feel his breath up my nose – it was hot and stinky – and I could feel his hands on my neck, squeezing like a pair of pythons. He had a gecko-skin face and only two teeth in the front of his mouth, like pictures of a beaver.’


‘I hope you screamed and jumped back –’


‘I did no such thing. Uncle One has told me what to do, at times like this: stay still. He’s told me many times – you too, I bet, except you won’t admit it. I’ve had dozens of practice sessions with him. He raises both his arms and comes screaming towards me, while I stand perfectly still. And that’s the whole point of the exercise. Learning to remain perfectly still, no matter what.’


‘– better hush. I saw one of the minders twitching, just now.’


‘I’ve not finished telling you about it, though –’


‘You haven’t said a thing about her. Was she there too?’


‘Of course. She was the centre of attention, with her eyes cast down and her hands crossed in front. Covered from head to foot. Her heart was thumping like a diesel engine. At the moment the Creeper jumped, she almost stepped back, but I stopped her in time.’


‘Hmm. And is that all?’


‘Well, the drones caught the monster and threw him on the floor. I couldn’t see what exactly they did, but I heard that cracking sound, like a walnut being broken open. Just like the others. Then they dragged him away, out the door. He was entirely dead. Not the least little part of him was twitching.’


‘What about her? Did she say or do anything?’


‘No, nothing.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Of course I’m sure! I was there, wasn’t I? While you were hiding in here, memorizing useless words –’


‘Well then! That proves it! You really are a liar.’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about –’


‘Because she told me what she did! And since you were there, you must have known about it too.’


‘Tell me anyway. Just in case I missed it.’


‘No, I won’t and anyway, I can’t now coz here comes Uncle Two –’


Meiji stepped down from the footstool and removed the green goggles. The youngest of her three uncles was still some distance away but she could tell he was in the vicinity from the behaviour of her minders. The permanent drones, the ones whose only function was to remain in place within her cavernous living quarters, arranged themselves differently for each of her three uncles. It was second nature to her now, to know which of them was about to appear.


Youngest called out to her as he walked down the ramp. ‘Squirrel!’ he called. ‘Where are you hiding? Come quick, we have much to discuss.’


The space of the Morning Room was divided into regular sections. Over the years, room dividers and screens had been used to create a shifting maze-like interior, so that it was rarely the same from one week to the next. Meiji lived in three levels, extending down into the earth, with the fourth and aboveground level appearing to be a warehouse. She had named the layers for their distance from the surface. The one immediately beneath the warehouse was called ‘Morning’, the one below it ‘Afternoon’ and the lowest one ‘Night’.


The Morning Room had virtual windows streaming live video from the roof of the building. This was her favourite level, where she spent most of her time, where she had her lessons, ate her food and socialized with her uncles. Afternoon was her storage and utility area, where she kept her clothes and toys, where she had a bathroom, toilet and bed. Night was for her gym, her pool, her underground tennis, badminton and basketball. She played with a team of drones trained for sports. Her electric supply was linked to the warehouse on the top floor. Anyone examining the energy consumption of the unit would have had to look very carefully indeed to notice the very small anomaly that accounted for her extra usage.


She had security alerts every week at irregular timings in order that she didn’t learn to anticipate them. So far she had never been told which of them had been genuine and which not. She paid little attention to them. After all, she had no idea what they were intended to guard her from.


‘Squirrel?’ called her uncle. ‘Where are you? I don’t see you – ah there!’


She leaned out from behind a nearby column. ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she said. ‘Whatever it is.’


‘Oh all right, then,’ he said. ‘I won’t force you. But why don’t you come near, so that I can nibble your hair and eat up your fingers? And have you toasted them for me, like I asked you to, and covered them in jam, ready for me to eat?’ He put his arm around the slight figure and drew her towards himself. The fragrance that always rose up from her was a combination not only of the soap she used in her bath but also of another scent, entirely her own. He breathed it in appreciatively. ‘Mmmm! Pencil shavings, rubber bands, freshly cut paper and…is that a touch of modelling clay I detect?’


When she began pushing away from him he let her go. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing.’ She slid her hand into his, however, looking away.


‘Come, come,’ he said, drawing her to the west-facing video view, ‘let’s sit down – here, by the window.’


It showed a desolate landscape, mile after mile of grey scrub through which nothing moved, nothing stirred, all the way to the horizon. But the sky made up for the lifelessness of the earth. Just now, at mid-morning, it featured rolling white clouds against a blinding blue backdrop. Youngest sat down and drew the girl onto his lap.


‘Tell me everything.’ He crossed his right ankle over the knee of his left leg so as to afford her the widest possible seat. ‘Oof. Someone’s growing heavier every day!’ He supported her in a light embrace as she leaned against him.


‘Oh hush, Uncle,’ said Meiji, with her elbows braced against his chest so that she could play with the jingles dangling from the jewelled studs holding the front of his black kurta together. ‘What did you want to discuss?’


‘I’ve forgotten,’ said Youngest, smiling at the young face inches from his. Meiji’s colouring was altogether lighter than all three of the brothers, but her features were a scaled-down replica of theirs: she had the same pronounced nose, forehead, heavy-lidded eyes and dark lips as they did. Her hair was straight and thick, drawn back in a severe ponytail. Unlike them, however, she wore no ornaments of any kind, nor were her nose or ears pierced. ‘Isn’t that silly of me?’


‘You never forget,’ said Meiji, making her voice sulky and not looking up. ‘You’re just teasing, as usual. I wish you wouldn’t! Why can’t I have buttons like these on my clothes?’ She tugged at the fasteners.


‘Because your clothes have buttons sewn onto them,’ he said, pointing them out to her, trailing his finger down the row of white ones on the front of her blouse, down the middle of her chest. It was still very much a child’s chest, flat as an ironing board. He could feel the little ribs beneath, expanding and contracting with each breath. ‘See? Whereas I have only these empty slits, which need studs rather than buttons and I’ve got to choose a set of studs every single day and wrestle them into place in the morning and then wrestle them out again at night –’ Then he laughed as she began to winkle the topmost fastener out from its mooring place. ‘No – stop! Help, help – she’s undressing me!’ He put his hand over hers and pulled playfully at them.


But instead of continuing the game, she collapsed forward now, burrowing into his chest and neck, like a young animal. ‘That awful man, Uncle,’ she said in a breathy whisper charged with tears. ‘I hated him. Why did I have to meet him? Why do these people come here at all? Why!’


Youngest tightened his grip around the young girl, rocking her from side to side. He caressed the smooth head with its bunched ponytail, saying nothing. His hand loosened the ribbon holding her ponytail together so that it came off, releasing the black tide of her hair. He combed it back, then found the crisp whorl of her left ear and stroked it with his finger.


His throat bulged with words of comfort and reassurance but he said nothing. Her legs were starting to slip off his lap. He reached under her knees to haul them up again and as he did so, his hand chanced upon the bare skin of her thighs, under her skirt. Something shifted in his heart. He repositioned the cloth immediately, but in his mind he could see the imprint of his hand on her skin, glowing scarlet. He frowned and shook his head as if to loosen the grip of the image upon his memory.


He did not succeed.




THREE


Men have conquered death.


– from: A Manual for Bold Soldiers


They sat outdoors, under the stars, on a canopied platform. The wind blowing in from the east smelled of rain but the sky was clear. Food was brought in covered containers and placed inside a tiered steamer. A wood fire crackled in a copper-lined pit, throwing sparks against the night.


‘We cannot forever hold back time,’ said Youngest.


While the two older men faced one another on the platform, the youngest of the brothers had positioned himself at an angle, half-faced towards the west. All three had each changed out of their black robes into loose, soft mulmul tunics and pyjamas, white-on-white. They had bathed in rosewater and milk, and soaked in steam for an hour before coming up for the evening meal.


‘She is sixteen,’ continued Youngest. ‘Yet she looks like a child. If we hold her any longer at this threshhold, she will never cross over it. Already I fear the worst.’ He stopped and shrugged. These discussions had taken place before. They were weighed down with futility.


‘The “worst”? And what is that, brother? That she will never develop? That she will forever be a bud, never a flower?’ This was Middle. He held a silver container of brinjal curry in his left hand. With his right, he scoured the inner surface of the container with a whole roti, folded into quarters so that it provided multiple surfaces for sopping up the curry, then conveyed the entire load to his mouth. He slurped, chewed and swallowed before continuing. ‘Personally, I believe we were wrong to have ever wanted it otherwise.’ He held his right hand out for a drone to place a fresh roti within it. On his left, two drones approached in order to fill the silver container with fresh curry taken from the steamer, pulsing with fragrance.


‘Yes, we know,’ said Youngest. ‘You have believed that from the outset. Yet you have persevered with her education. For sixteen years, you have filled her mind with arcane languages, verb conjugations and numerical calculations, with lists of names and quantities, with useless formulae and rhyming mnemonics. Don’t you ask yourself what the purpose is, of all your labour? Isn’t there a hope, somewhere in your heart, that it will not all go to waste?’


‘Unlike you,’ answered Middle, ‘I know how to separate hope from expectation! It doesn’t matter how much time I spend with her and how much I enjoy that time – even her frowns and her tempers are charming – but I cannot believe in this project. It was doomed from the beginning. Neither of you agreed with me. Both of you insisted that nature and biology would prevail and that ultimately I would be proven wrong. Yet it is the reverse: I was right.


‘Not only that, but with every passing year, the risk we expose ourselves to by maintaining her secret existence grows greater. When we embarked upon this folly, there were at least a few others who thought like you then – that some day there would be a market for our unique, irreplaceable jewel. A day when there would be a line of suitors stretching from horizon to horizon and –’


‘It was never a question of markets and suitors,’ said Youngest. ‘Never.’


‘Not for you, perhaps. And perhaps not even for me,’ said Middle. ‘But that does not change the fact that we have spent the middle years of our lives in the shadow of the terror of exposure –’


‘Where are you going with this?’ asked Youngest. ‘You’re not telling us anything we don’t already know.’


‘I’m building a case for a plan of action. I know that you and Eldest disagree with me about what we should do.’


‘It’s the suitors who worry me,’ said Eldest, entering the fray. ‘The suitors who come to us because they have heard rumours that if any hope exists of finding females, it will be with establishments like ours.’


‘In five years, we have had only six,’ said Youngest.


‘But how do they find us at all, is what I want to know,’ said Eldest.


‘One of them told me,’ said Middle, ‘that he had gone from estate to estate, across the land –’


‘How many?’ asked Youngest.


‘He said, two or three hundred, over the course of three years. Not that I would necessarily believe him. He would’ve said anything he thought we wanted to hear.’


‘In which case, that’s what you conveyed to him –’


‘If you want to take over the interrogation next time, be my guest –’


‘– there should be no next time!’ said Youngest. ‘That’s my point.’ He looked from one brother to the other. ‘The pressure on her is too great.’


‘And the risk,’ said Eldest. ‘If there are suitors to sniff around the gates of estates, there will be the General’s Boyz to sniff around the suitors.’


‘For sixteen years we have kept them at bay,’ said Middle. ‘They have searched all our grounds and our buildings, and they continue to search, periodically. But the light has gone out of their torch: I believe even they do not take themselves seriously.’


‘Maybe,’ said Eldest. ‘But the threat is ever present.’


‘Yes, yes – but what I want to discuss goes beyond threats,’ said Middle impatiently. ‘I want to address the issue of what will become of our dainty dinghy once she has made the crossing – as you would say, little brother, speaking in your roundabout poetics – from her sheltered mooring place, this side of puberty, to the storm-tossed waters of the open ocean.’


He paused. ‘I want to address the issue of which port she will take her cargo of carnal destiny to – assuming that she is capable of even beginning to float. You speak about nature and biology, little brother – what do you think nature does to a female in heat? What do you think she will become, our friendly, sweet-natured paddle boat, if we permitted her sails to sprout, to fill with air and launch her, rudderless and innocent, out upon the waves?’


He threw back his head and emptied a carafe of lassi into his mouth. Then he thumped his chest to bring up a burp, while a drone massaged his back. ‘In my opinion,’ he said, when he had recovered his voice, ‘the question is not when we should bring our bud to flower but…’ he burped here, ‘…how we should bring her flirtation with life to a close.’


There was a pained silence.


Younger said, ‘If you were not my brother –’


‘But I am,’ said Middle.


‘– and there are three of us,’ said Eldest. ‘Whatever we do, it will be by consensus.’


‘That means we will do nothing,’ said Middle. ‘There will be no consensus between me and that one,’ he said, pointing to Youngest. ‘Who is wrong, by the way, to think he knows what I meant by my last remarks. Or that I have no depth of feeling. It is just that, unlike him, I am able to control my emotions, I am able to divert them. I am more conscious of our long-term goals and self-preservation – unlike him, who is still at the mercy of his…glands.’


He allowed two drones to come forward and wash his hands, separately, in bowls of warm water. Using half-limes, they scrubbed the grease off the thick, fleshy fingers, scraped under the nails then washed the hands again, before drying them on towels that they wore folded over their forearms. ‘He fumes to hear these remarks from me, yet that is at the bottom of all his impassioned arguments. His youth.’


‘Then why is Eldest not taking your side!’


‘Because he has appointed himself the peacemaker,’ said Middle, reclining now against his cushions. ‘That is his role. We each of us do what is appropriate to our ages. You would do as I do, if you were my age.’


‘Not true,’ said Youngest. ‘We are only ten years apart, you and I. Yet you were always opposed to our project, if that is what you want to call her. You opposed the idea from the start yet you didn’t disdain from contributing to it! I remember that! You did not give up that right!’


‘Why should I have? Once we were determined upon our path, there was no reason for me to hold back. Being practical does not extinguish self-interest.’


‘Ahh! You disgust me!’ Youngest sprang to his feet and strode away.


The terrace onto which the platform had been built was long, with low parapets. The western prospect faced away from the Estate. Along the distant horizon there were low hills, but nothing in between. No buildings, no twinkling lights, nothing but a featureless dark.


‘Brothers, brothers,’ admonished Eldest. ‘We are no closer to a decision.’


‘We have not so much as framed the terms of a decision,’ said Middle.


Youngest stood a short distance away, waiting for the rage within him to die down. It was not his brother’s fault that he had been correct. But did that give him the right to be so smug? Youngest felt his reason twisting within himself, like an eel of slippery hate flashing through black waters. It was hard to catch hold of it, tame it, subdue it.


‘Does she even know what she is?’ asked Eldest. He too had finished his meal now, and had rinsed his mouth out into a spittoon held for him. Now he was assembling the elements for a paan while a drone held the container of ingredients for him. It was a pretty thing, made of polished brass and shaped like a lotus flower. The lid of each individual compartment formed a raised petal. A central screw allowed the lids to be raised and lowered together. Yet the drone fumbled as he turned the screw, as if he had not performed the task often enough to be adept at it. Eldest glanced sharply at him, frowning. But the short figure with its bandy legs and truncated arms, with its colourless bare skin and skimpy loincloth, had skipped back, out of range of slap or kick.


‘Meaning what?’ asked Youngest. He had heard the question and drew close once more, re-entering the discussion.


‘What does she know about her condition? Does she question the fact that she is solitary? Does she know she is unique? And indeed – is she unique? Do we know that for a fact?’


Only a few drones now remained, clearing the last of the dishes, removing cloths, wiping down surfaces that may have been touched by food.


‘I have never allowed our talks to go in the direction of questions,’ said Middle.


‘She knows she’s not the same as us,’ said Youngest, ‘without understanding the implications of the difference. She thinks of it in the same light as the difference in our clothes, our hairstyles – as if it were a choice!’


‘But does she know,’ asked Eldest, speaking slowly, deliberating over the thoughts that his own words stirred up in him, ‘that she is yet a child? That she…how shall I put it?… that in the natural order of events, she must expect to change?’


‘No,’ said Youngest. ‘She sees the drones and knows that they do not grow taller or broader or whatever else. She thinks she is similar to them. Or at least, that is the impression she gives me. I could be wrong. She plays intricate games, some of them stretching over the course of weeks and months. Games of identity and plot, some of them strangely cunning.’


‘Are there no mirrors in her quarters? Does she not see herself?’


‘There are several,’ said Middle, ‘all fixed just above head height to herself, set into pillars, walls or in furniture. There are none full length. She has little reason to be curious about her appearance. She knows nothing of preening or self-consciousness. She wears whatever is handed to her for the day. The only inkling she has ever had of her uniqueness is the encounters with her suitors – and it is not clear to me that she even realizes they are unique to her. She may, for instance, imagine that we each have our little encounters!’


‘So if there are questions, they are only just starting to sprout,’ said Eldest.


‘Either that or she is deeper than we realize,’ said Youngest.


‘There you go again,’ said Middle. ‘Why create mysteries where there are none? Why meddle in waters that might be left unstirred?’ He had been reclining, but now he rolled over on his side and sat up. ‘That is my preferred option, whatever you two may think. Not to terminate her, but just to continue with her herbs and her potions. Keep her forever in childhood.’


‘And when we die? And if she is discovered before that?’ asked Youngest, his voice passionate. ‘My problem with your schemes is that they do not look ahead far enough. You say you take the long view, but in fact your view is merely constructed to suit our long-term convenience – at the cost of hers.’


Middle looked away, saying nothing.


‘In my opinion,’ said Eldest, ‘she needs to know the whole truth about herself. About the circumstances of her birth. About the state of the world at that time. About the changes that have taken place since then and about the fact that we have stunted her growth. And then she needs to choose what she would like for her future.’


‘But at this moment, she is still very much a child!’ countered Youngest. ‘To be sure, she’s precocious. So she’ll understand the meanings of the words we use. But the implications are wholly beyond her knowledge! She has no idea what a woman is – she has never seen one – never read any novels or even any myths or fairy stories, never known or heard anything of that entire world of experience that we take for granted. On what basis will she make a choice?’


‘So what are you suggesting?’ asked Eldest of Youngest.


‘That we stop the chemicals and allow her to develop as normally as is possible under the very abnormal circumstances in which she has lived so far. We keep her here as she matures, explaining the situation to her, outlining her choices to her until we have some confidence that she understands clearly –’


A derisive chuckle escaped from Middle.


‘Once again, little brother,’ he said, ‘I can’t help but notice how nicely this plan will suit you. As the youngest amongst us, ultimately you will become the sole surviving guardian of a nubile young woman – your very own, in-house concubine – wait, stop! – reserve your punches! Hear me out, because I believe there is yet another option.’


The smile faded from his face.


‘I’ve had it in mind for several years now and I’ve kept it to myself. It is by far the most unpleasant of the range of possibilities available to us and it involves a considerable risk. Nevertheless, taking the long view – as I, in fact, genuinely do – I believe it to be the only practical one other than the one I previously proposed.’


He glanced at Youngest. ‘Sit down, brother. This is going to require a great deal of you.’




FOUR


They were agents of mortality. By eliminating them, we eliminated mortality.


– from: A Manual for Bold Soldiers


Eldest walked down the central avenue of the sprawling property, speaking into a headphone clipped to his right ear, recording his observations. He always began on foot, walking at a slow, stately pace as if he were an elderly monarch on parade instead of an estate-owner performing his daily inspection of the grounds. He would switch to a wheeled cart drawn by two white dwarf bulls, after an hour’s walk.


This morning, as on most others, he was accompanied by his middle brother, who listened to the elder’s notes while also making his own.


‘…bricks missing from the footpath. Mend. Fifth warehouse, leaking water pipe. Send engineer. Generator unit nine missing one jogger –’ He switched off his mike and turned to Middle. ‘What’s the delay? That unit has been running on eleven joggers for the past three days.’


‘I’m onto it,’ said Middle.


‘But what is the reason for the delay?’


‘The replacement seemed a little weak so I kept him a few days extra in his cell, to build up bulk.’


‘Hmm,’ said Eldest.


Middle waited for his brother to continue.


‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed,’ said the older man after a pause of several minutes, ‘that there’s been a steady deterioration in drone-staff – all levels, not just joggers.’ The two brothers continued walking and talking, while making notes, in asides to their recorders.


‘You’ve mentioned this to me before,’ said Middle. ‘I do not believe it is significant.’


‘Two nights ago, one of the servers. Didn’t know how to close the paan box. What does that mean?’


‘That he is new and not yet accustomed to his tasks –’


‘But that is my point – if he is new, he should not be serving dinner. The dinner servers are drawn from amongst the most experienced of their job description. It is one of the small ways in which we can maintain some control over who attends our conversations at night –’


‘– but they are deaf!’


‘Or so we assume. Supposing one or two of them are not? How would we know? After all, it is the one time we speak unguardedly, as in fact we did, last night. It concerns me that one of those servers is a less experienced one. It means that –’


‘I have understood your point,’ said Middle. ‘His inexperience suggests there’s a shortfall in the supply of experienced servers which in turn suggests there is a hiccup in the smooth operation of the server-drone supply line. I will talk to the houseman at the dronery.’


‘It is not only the servers. Small corruptions have been appearing amongst each class of workers. A deformed foot here, a skin ailment there – the other day I saw a farm-drone who was missing a left arm altogether. He could not hold a hoe properly and the entire field on which he had been working looked ragged and misaligned. I had him taken off immediately – but who can say how long he had been allowed to stumble along?’


Middle drew in a breath and counted to five before speaking. ‘Brother, there is such a thing as standard deviation. Each generation of drones, in every class, will include a certain number of freaks and sports.’


‘Then why am I noticing more of them now?’


‘Because you’re growing older and more cranky!’ exclaimed Middle. ‘There, now. I’ve said it. A few more, a few less – what does it matter? Our planning is not so tight that we cannot absorb a percentage of loss!’


‘It’s not the loss that worries me so much as the security implications,’ said Eldest, his measured voice betraying no rancour towards the other man’s impatience. ‘We have worked out a certain system of checks and balances. The only drones within earshot of us, typically, are congenitally deaf and have been so long in our service that we recognize them as separate individuals. We depend on their loyalty.’


‘Not that we can ever be complacent.’


‘No, of course not. But the older they are, the more phlegmatic they become. For which reason…’


‘Yes, yes – I’ve understood!’


‘I worry,’ said Eldest. ‘I worry, all regardless.’


He had stopped walking now, and was swinging his head around slowly, until he caught sight of the little wheeled cart waiting for him at the bend of the avenue. A drone with the paired bullocks stood looking nowhere in particular, but when Eldest raised his arm to hail him, the short figure raised his arm too and waved back.


‘I worry that the changes are not standard deviation as you call them, but the beginning of a downward spiral of degeneration. It is not unanticipated, because it is in the nature of monoculture and closed-breeding techniques. But if that is the reason for the changes, then we must have a strategy in place to deal with it. Be prepared to shift our perspective.’


Middle gazed in the direction of the cart.


The two men were standing on a broad, straight path, built out of grey flagstones. Branching off from it were curving lanes that snaked in between and around small lawns, each one shaped differently and according to the larger, overall design. Low bushes and ornamental trees had been planted within the lawns. Some had fountains playing within them. Some had ferns and palms growing out of urns carved from stone. Banks of spider lilies nodded in their beds. A pair of bee-eaters swooped and swerved through the air with characteristic abandon.


Low buildings on either side of the central avenue formed a visual boundary. Most were warehouses of one sort or another, designed to conform to the Estate’s aesthetic principles so that each had its own distinctive shape, gently flowing forms fashioned out of golden sandstone alternating with granite. There were ten warehouses on either side. Beyond them, to the east, were fields under cultivation, growing food for the Estate as well as for market towns outside the property. To the north were the droneries and staff quarters. To the south were power-generating units and the water-recycling plant. To the west, hidden behind tall stands of eucalyptus were the three separate mansions of the brothers, plus the fourth one that they shared for entertaining guests and for the occasional encounter with prospective business partners. And the occasional suitor.


Middle turned to his elder brother.


‘I have always loved this vista,’ he began. ‘The buildings. The trees. The layout. Our pocket-handkerchief empire.’ He paused. ‘It’s hard to accept that it ends here. All there is of us. The beginning, the middle and the end of everything we have ever been – here and here alone.’


Eldest waited for him to continue and when he did not, said, ‘Everything comes to an end some day. We have done as well as we could have, under the circumstances. Better than most – or so the General tells us. We have very little in the way of outside references by which to assess ourselves!’


‘…as well as we could have,’ repeated Middle. ‘Really? Do you believe that in your deepest heart? Or could we have offered more resistance – I don’t mean just us, I mean all those who survived and became established in the new order. Did we have choices? Were there other paths we could have – should have – taken?’


Eldest was silent.


Middle continued, ‘In the same vein, but speaking now of the path we are about to take…is it truly the best one? Will we look back upon it with regret? Have we explored all the possible options?’


The severe planes of Eldest’s face softened slightly. ‘You seemed very sure of what you proposed, two nights ago! Was that entirely for the benefit of our younger brother?’


‘I was trying to convince myself also,’ said Middle. ‘But even as I spoke, I doubted what I said. It is an extreme path. Once we have embarked upon it, there will be no turning back.’


‘That has been the fate of our entire generation,’ said Eldest. ‘Inevitability was thrust upon us like a skewer through chunks of meat. We can choose to smile as we’re exposed to the fire or we can frown – but nothing we do will alter the nature of the fire or our fate.’ He paused, breathing in the way of a swimmer treading water before plunging in deeper. ‘Given these facts, what we have achieved is already beyond the scale of possibility.’


He paused again. ‘When I was a boy, I used to read about heroes in history and I used to wonder what type of perversion caused a man to enter the furnace of adventure. I could never imagine that any goal was worth the risk of personal danger, the squandering of family prestige. That is how we all were then: bred for cowardice; safety at any cost; security at any price. It was only during the Change, that I finally saw the answer.’


He stopped, breathing harder now. ‘By the time we had embarked upon our…project…I was ready to skin a wolf alive, wear his pelt and howl at the moon. Every second of every hour since that era of upheaval and especially from the time that the living proof of our defiance was under our roof, that wolf’s blood has been coursing through my veins so that, old as I am, and fading, I still enjoy it and am renewed by it.’


‘Even though it’s bound to be a secret?’ asked Middle. ‘Is it possible to enjoy a victory over an opponent who can never know that he has lost?’


‘All the sweeter,’ said Eldest.


‘I am sorry,’ said Middle, ‘that I do not share your optimism. What lies ahead for Youngest and the girl is a nightmare of uncertainty. Everything I proposed two nights ago was the result of many years’ planning and for that reason, having imagined every misstep and pitfall, I am all the more conscious of how unlikely it is for them to succeed.’


Eldest sighed.


‘The General was in touch with me today,’ he said. ‘He has invited himself over for a visit yet again. Barely has he returned from his eastern tour but he must come sniffing up our skirts. He cannot help himself: he will want dinners two – three – nights in a row, forcing his attentions upon us like an ardent lover pursuing an unwilling mistress. It might be seasonal, who knows! I seem to recall he was like this last year too, just before the monsoon. But he worries me. In my weaker moments, I allow myself to believe that he knows our secret – guesses, rather than knows – and that he indulges us only because he enjoys dragging out the suspense. I believe the reason he visits so frequently is that our potential disgrace attracts the bloodlust in him. Like a leech to body heat. His moods are like the wind: he can change at a moment’s notice from laughing to snarling. Sometimes I see the shadow fall over his face when I’m looking directly at him, so that he goes from relaxed to raging with rabid hate, his tongue hanging down to the dirt and foam flecking at his nostrils. At those times I can see how close he is to having this place torn up end-to-end –’


‘Even then he would not find her!’


‘He would, my brother, he would,’ whispered Eldest. The old man’s gaze was turned towards the horizon and his expression was still tranquil, but his breath began to emerge in short snorts, his nostrils tensing and relaxing with the effort. A powerful opponent can only be outwitted for as long as he chooses to be indulgent. Eventually he is bound to win. And if winning means that he will find and extinguish our little diamond…’


He stopped and swallowed, reaching automatically for the silver-sheathed inhaler that dangled from the wrist of his right hand. He snapped back its top and thrust its twin tips into his nostrils, inhaling with a harsh, rasping sound. In a few seconds he had recovered his calm.


He shook his head slowly and his voice was viscous when he spoke. ‘Sending her away is for me the same as ripping my still-beating heart from my chest and eating it.’ He paused. ‘But if that is the price I must pay to save her from discovery by that man then…so be it.’


He paused again. ‘So be it.’




FIVE


The laboratory became our wife, our mother, our home, our all.


– from: The Generals: A Plural Life


Eldest and Youngest were in the older man’s oil-room. It was a west-facing chamber, with a panoramic view. Eldest was sitting up, robed in white terry-cloth and looking towards the setting sun. ‘There’s much to discuss,’ he remarked, ‘and far too little time.’


Youngest was seated cross-legged beside a square lotus pond. He was gazing in the direction of a pure white bloom that yawned open in front of him, but his eyes were focused elsewhere. He wore black silk churidars under a long robe, malachite green with a fine tracery of gold embroidery at the cuffs and neck. His feet were bare, except for gold anklets. ‘Yes,’ he said, absently.


‘In your place, I cannot be sure what I would do,’ said Eldest.


‘Exactly what I’m doing,’ said Youngest, smiling as he looked up. ‘Which is why I’m doing it. Your example is my whole inspiration.’


A beat of silence passed between the two brothers during which the sky over the west flamed green and purple. Orange pennants flared beside crimson streaks and thick banks of violent gold seamed the entire horizon. The land, by contrast was a bland, featureless plain, scarred by the long shadows cast by low scrub bushes. In the great distance, a scratchy white line suggested the presence of a fence.


‘You may be right,’ said Eldest, quietly.


‘My only fear is that I will not measure up.’


‘Leave aside fears for the moment. We do not have time enough to discuss them. Tell me instead about the route. I believe Middle has made a chart of the possibilities?’


‘So he says. We are yet to discuss it.’


‘He has told me that he has already sent out a number of small packages – supplies – to be buried at strategic locations.’


‘Assuming we go via the Great Waste.’


‘There is no assuming,’ said Eldest, turning his head towards his brother, his movements slow and stiff.


‘Really?’ asked Youngest. ‘I was thinking that perhaps a disguise of some sort…’


‘No question. You must pass beyond the jurisdiction of our General altogether or he will come after you and crush you himself. Your only chance to escape his notice will be to cross to the other side of the Waste, where the first croppings of rock begin, into the next General’s range. There’s some sort of town there, I believe…’


‘Now called Midway?’


‘Yes. There’s a dronery close by. Your aim must be to go there and take it over.’


‘What? But –’


‘You will not have options,’ said Eldest. ‘Plan everything, even the mistakes you expect to make, because there will be no second chances. You cannot possibly provision yourself to last the whole journey and that dronery is the only viable facility of any sort between the Waste and the City far to the south. Or anyway, that was the case a couple of years ago. I have only a whisper of information about the place. I seem to recall that it’s only a small facility, not a full-fledged estate. But you will need to recharge your supplies there, one way or another.’


‘Do you have any idea where the General’s going to be in the weeks ahead – our General as well as his co-generals?’


‘As you know, he’s extremely secretive about his…whatever he calls them…clone-brothers, gene-mates. He refers to them as if he isn’t very sure himself.’


‘Can that be?’ asked Youngest, looking up.


‘We have no way of knowing anything about them. Only the Generals themselves know about the structure of their ranks. Our General once explained to me that they’re all continuously radio-linked in some way, something about, oh…sub-retinal microchips? I don’t know what…embedded within their eyes…’ He shrugged and shook his head. ‘No idea how they can possibly make sense of the input coming in from the others!’ He shrugged again. ‘It’s to the General’s advantage to keep us confused and uncertain. You know what they say –’


‘Perfect ignorance opens the path to perfect obedience,’ said Youngest, quoting.


His brother nodded. ‘I can’t know the answer to your question so it’s safer for us to assume that our General knows enough to outmanoeuvre us, whenever he needs to. We must make our plans around the gaps in our knowledge.’


‘All right. In that case I must time my departure for our General’s tour to the north. That way, he won’t know that I’ve gone missing till a couple of months have passed.’


‘And cross the Waste before he gets back.’


‘According to Middle, three days is the maximum we can hope to survive in there and the only way we can manage that kind of speed is within his Desert Chariot.’


‘His what?’


‘A type of giant wheeled thing – he’s shown me a sketch – with a simple pedal mechanism to drive it.’


‘Please don’t tell me you’re expecting to cross the Waste on a cycle!’


‘The wheels are side by side, joined by an axle – so, a chariot rather than a cycle. Middle based his estimate on the circumference of the wheels. Close to ten metres, he says. According to him, if we can manage a steady pace, it should be enough to get us through in three days.’


‘But won’t you have to rest?’


‘Middle claims that the size of the wheels guarantees a certain level of self-propulsion once we’re in motion. Plus he’s got something else up his sleeve. Anyway, he assures me it’ll work.’


‘Well, you’d better get a lot of practice before you go. And how will you transport it out of here? You can’t afford to attract attention on your way to the Waste.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Youngest, in what he hoped was a comforting voice, ‘It’ll be in bits until I’m ready to use it. The thing snaps together out of telescoping parts, but is very sturdy once it’s up. I’ll practise in the dark, throwing it together in the shortest possible time.’


‘In the dark? Oh, I see, you want to circumvent the satellite record. You’ll travel on a moonless night then? In order to avoid detection? Not that anyone will be checking while the General’s away but still. Best to be cautious. What about radiation?’


‘We’ll be wearing suits. They’re good for about six days of exposure. Middle has been plotting average survival rates within the Waste over the past several years by leading camels out to the boundary, then setting them free to wander in there, one at a time, every few months.’


Eldest smiled. ‘He’s been thinking about this for so long, has he? Yes. I suppose he has. It would be his way. What happened to the poor beasts?’


‘He sent them out with locators embedded in their cervical vertebrae, then charted the progress of the signal, to see where it went. That’s what he’s going to show me on his maps – the most likely course, as suggested by his data. None of the animals came back, but one signal seems to have made it across to the other side, broadcasting until it faded out instead of remaining frozen in one location like all the others.’


‘Interesting! I had not thought it was possible for any living creature to survive unprotected under those conditions. Makes me wonder if there are any other beings in there, animal or human.’


‘Plants, maybe. Nothing else.’


‘You’ll have your locator on you?’


‘Yes, but I was wondering about keeping in touch with the Estate. Is it worth taking a radio?’


‘There are no secure frequencies,’ said Eldest. ‘Still. Discuss it with your other brother. He has a better head for such things.’


‘I was also hoping to meet travelling traders who may agree to carry written messages for me. They’re nearly all illiterate these days, so the contents would be safe. I could conceal the message within something else – a bottle of perfumed oil, for instance – then get the thing deposited in a harmless location which you can check from time to time. Of course most traders travel slow routes and there’s no guarantee that I’ll meet one whom I can trust.’


‘Whatever you send in the way of messages, be sure to use only masculine pronouns. For all the illiterates around us, there are always one or two who were taught to read by an older relative. Even a single reference to the female sex would attract attention.’


‘We’ll be using assumed names,’ said Youngest. ‘I will only refer to ourselves by those new names and I’ll ensure that wherever the messages are delivered, they cannot be traced to the Estate.’


‘As you know, we have an agent in the City, by the name of Budget. I have already sent him a message regarding a “special consignment” that may come his way. He’s a distant relative and one of my oldest living connections. He will understand that I mean he should expect a visitor of some sort. He won’t fail us, but of course he’s not suspecting that you’ll bring a female into his domain. He’ll offer hospitality, nothing more.’


‘I understand,’ said Youngest.


Eldest paused, looking away from his brother. ‘Whatever plans we make, I think we must assume that once you pass out of our sight, we will hear little of you until you return.’ His face was in shadow. ‘If you return.’


The colours in the sky were dimming. Shadows were puddling within the room. Youngest said nothing as he scribbled with his forefinger on the surface of the water of the lotus pond.


‘Is there something else you wish to discuss?’


‘Yes,’ said Youngest.


‘Is it about the girl? About her prospects, even assuming you succeed in at least the primary goal?’


‘No.’


‘Then what?’


‘There is something about myself I must reveal,’ said Youngest. His voice was low and strained, as if it cost him a huge effort to continue talking. ‘In spite of all these plans, there’s something that I believe must be considered.’


Eldest waited.


‘The other night, when the three of us were talking, Middle made a suggestion so vile that ordinarily, I would’ve struck him immediately. The reason I didn’t was that I…’ He paused and looked at his brother. ‘Do you know what I’m talking about?’


‘Maybe,’ said Eldest.


Youngest drew in a breath, then let it out slowly. ‘If you know it, then you would not allow me to accompany the girl.’ The older man said nothing. ‘Because you’d know that I’m not a suitable guardian for her.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I –’ Again he stopped. His throat was blocked. He could not continue. The room was now in darkness.


‘Say the words,’ said Eldest, softly. ‘I want to hear them out loud.’


‘I…I…’ said Youngest. He held his fist to his mouth. ‘No. It’s an abomination!’


‘You are the only one who can go with her. If you believe yourself to be unfit then our path is very clear: she remains with us and she stays as she is.’


‘I – desire her, Elder Brother!’ There. It was out. Youngest was grateful for the darkness. He felt his skin peeling away with shame. ‘What am I – what beast, what filth – to feel this way –’


Eldest interrupted him. ‘There is only one issue: do you believe you can complete the mission or not?’


Youngest raised his head towards his brother. ‘How can you dare to trust me?’


‘Because I have no choice,’ Eldest said. ‘Look at our options – look at them clearly: either she stays, will eventually be discovered and be butchered like an animal in front of a baying crowd. Or she goes and you go with her. Her life will be at grievous risk and yours with it, but there’s a minuscule chance that one or both of you will survive. What she’ll do with that survival remains to be seen but there are no other choices. The only real difference between the two paths is that the first one offers no hope whatsoever while the second one…well? It ends in a question mark. Given the times, that question mark is our golden hope.’


A bell rang in the distance, marking the half-hour.


Eldest said, ‘And let us acknowledge the fact: such desires are hardly unnatural.’


Youngest snorted breathily. ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘don’t say that to me.’


‘Why are you shaking your head? There’s a well-established precedent for intra-familial –’


‘Don’t!’ cried Youngest, holding his hands to his ears. Anything you say in that vein will give me hope! And I don’t want hope, I want punishment – I want this entire race of thoughts to be slaughtered within me! Though I know it is futile even as I say this. You and Middle, maybe your age protects you, maybe the fact that you were already young men at the time of the Change, maybe you had experiences unavailable to me –’


‘Calm yourself,’ said Eldest. ‘Once more let me remind you, we don’t have the luxury to wallow in fear or worries. Either you feel confident that you can go forward or you do not.’


‘But I…but what options are available to me? Do you have no words to spare on that? How do I manage myself, how can I go forward into battle knowing that I am the enemy!’


‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ said Eldest. ‘The enemy is a cold, bloodless being, barely deserving the title of “man”. He is more machine than organism, with no natural impulses or awareness. To him, our little girl is no more than a target to be eliminated. You? You’re just weak. And that’s no disgrace. We’re all capable of being weak. I can sympathize with your condition, even if I do not find myself in it. If you can say, honestly, that you are unfit for this task then we will accept it for what it is, strengthen our minds and turn our faces towards the other path. It will mean the certainty of accepting an untimely death for the girl, anticipating it and deciding how we will respond when the time for it is upon us.’


Youngest sat with his head clutched between his hands. ‘I was hoping for some direction, some advice. Will you not consider giving me some idea of what a man in my condition can do about it? Are there no drugs? No exercises to divert the mind? There was a time when the option of having access to a woman’s comforts was one that all men had.’


‘Women were never available for the plucking, you know!’


‘Yes, but at least it was a common condition to feel desires?’


‘Common, yes, but always requiring restraint.’


‘So that’s what I’m asking you about, that restraint. What did young men do with their thoughts, with their feelings? What methods existed for reining in this stampede of the senses?’


‘None, to my knowledge,’ said Eldest. He allowed himself a smile in the darkness. ‘It was always a lone struggle and different men waged it in different ways. There used to be libraries of literature devoted to this lonely battle but we live in a time and a place when the struggle itself has been eliminated from our lives. Your position used to have centuries of precedent behind it, yet now you’re alone with it and can find no guidebooks to light your path. Still, if it comes as any consolation, I can assure you the same would be true of Middle or myself, had we been in your position.’


‘No,’ said Youngest. ‘I will not believe that.’


‘Regardless. The only relevant issue before us is that we don’t have time for deliberation. We are in the condition of surgeons who have only a single scalpel with which to perform a life-saving operation, yet the knife is bent. Not blunt, but bent: there is a difference. So what do we do? You are the only available companion for her. Unlike all the millions of young men who have, in times past, found themselves in positions of temptation, you alone have no choice to remove yourself from the source of temptation. You must be with the one whom you desire, and yet you cannot afford to touch her, not even in the sanctuary of your own mind. There – I have given away the single most potent method available to you: do not allow yourself to think of her. However much your mind will push the chariot of your desire in her direction, pull it off that highway, disable it altogether.’


‘But I –’ began Youngest.


‘Believe me, though it is far from simple, there is no simpler method,’ said Eldest. ‘Control your thoughts and your body will control itself. If, on the other hand, you allow yourself to believe that something outside your will is leading you astray, you will be lost. Your own private will is yours alone to command: you are the rider and the horse. You can blame no one for where you will lead yourself.


‘Let me be cruel now and increase the burden on your conscience by telling you a further thing, one that you are, no doubt, already aware of: should you fail to control yourself, there will be no one to sit in judgement over you. There will be no witnesses to your disgrace aside from yourself and the girl. So the guilt and shame you feel, if you feel it, will be yours alone to deal with. There is even a school of thought which claims that the path of indulgence is always to be preferred over the path of abstinence. Within such a school, it would actually be wrong for you to deny yourself – and her – the enjoyment of sexual pleasure. Don’t shake your head: you are perfectly aware that the term “unnatural” is itself unknown to Nature. Animals have no use for it and would laugh if they could understand your difficulties.


‘Yet we are not animals. For us, these difficulties are real. I acknowledge that and sympathize with you. Nevertheless, I have no advice to share beyond what I’ve given you. Each man must discover the limits of his own endurance through his own methods, whatever they might be.’




The General lived in a granite fortress built to look like a series of hard grey cartons with window slits cut into them. They were purely decorative elements, not functioning windows. The fortress was a sealed unit, with its own air-purifying plant, its own power generator, its own internal food and water supplies. A permanent guard of three hundred young men, known familiarly as ‘the Boyz’, was directly responsible for the General’s security and well-being. The Boyz changed every two months. They strove to look identical to one another, differentiated only by the serial numbers tattooed on their foreheads. They kept their heads and faces shaved, wearing identical white suits of light body armour.


The General himself lived in tandem with a replica, identical in all but the smallest of details: a mole here, a slight excess of body hair there. They had the same fingerprints. Their footprints matched. They were never seen together by anyone except the four personal drones who were the only living beings who entered and exited the pair of bare rooms that represented the General’s private chambers. Each room contained a single sleeping pallet, a washbasin that did double-duty as a toilet, a four-legged stool and an escritoire made in aluminium. Its single drawer contained sheets of ruled paper and a number of pens. On the edge of the washbasin was a steel tumbler. Whatever was not made of metal was fashioned out of the same granite as the walls, floor and ceiling.
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