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  PREFACE




  Gardner Dozois




  Outside of science fiction, the novella is rarely encountered these days, being, in fact, something of a literary endangered species. The novella is still alive and well in the

  science fiction world, though, and it’s a rare year that doesn’t see at least eight or ten of them published, often more.




  Perhaps this is because, in many ways, the novella or short novel is a perfect length for a science fiction story: long enough to enable you to flesh out the details of a strange alien world or

  a bizarre future society, to give such a setting some depth, complexity, and heft . . . and yet, still short enough to pack a real punch, some power and elegance and bite, unblunted and

  unobscured by padding. Unlike many of today’s novels, all too many of which strike me as novellas grossly padded-out to be five hundred pages long, there are rarely any wasted words in a good

  novella, a quality that they share with good short stories. A good novella is no longer than it needs to be. It does what it has to do, what it is designed to do, and then it stops. That

  novellas need to be as long as they are, long enough to justify the alternative term “short novels”, is a measure of just how complicated and difficult are the tasks that they are

  designed to do: to create a whole fictional world, a universe that no one has ever explored before, to set that world forth in intricate detail, to people it with living characters, and then

  to use the tumbling interactions of that world and those people to tell a story that could not be told without both those elements being present. This is a formidable task to accomplish even

  in the space of a five-hundred-page novel, yet a good novella accomplishes it in the space of twenty or thirty thousand words – the novellas here are marvels of compression, in spite of the

  amount of ground they have to cover, and it would be hard to find a page of slack to cut out of any of them, or to end them one page earlier than they do.




  As you can probably tell by now, I like novellas, and I’ve used a lot of them in my Best New SF anthologies over the years – more than a hundred of them, in fact. When I

  edited a retrospective look-back last year, the Mammoth Book of the Best of Best New SF, I included as many novellas as I had room to use and still have space for anything else in the

  book – Nancy Kress’s “Trinity,” Brian Stableford’s “Mortimer Gray’s History of Death,” Ted Chiang’s “Story of Your Life,”

  David Marusek’s “The Wedding Album,” Ian R. MacLeod’s “Breathmoss” – but that left so many excellent novellas unused that I decided that there was

  justification for another retrospective anthology, the one that you’re (presumptively; you might, I suppose, have telekinetic powers, and be floating the book in midair) holding in your hands

  at this moment, an anthology dedicated exclusively to the many first-rate novellas or short novels that have appeared in the Best New SF series over the years.




  Or as many of them as we could fit in, anyway. Even with a huge anthology such as this one, there’s no way that more than a small percentage of the more than a hundred novellas we’ve

  published could be made to fit into the amount of space that was physically possible. I quickly came to the realization that there was no list of deserving novellas that I could draw up that

  wouldn’t exceed the space available by at least six or seven stories (and indeed, when I did finalize the line-up you see in this book, there were at least six or seven other novellas I

  wished I had room to use; we’ll have to wait for the multi-dimensional, infinitely expansible version of this anthology to do the job right). I also quickly became aware, from talking

  to fans and readers on the Asimov’s online forum and elsewhere, that there was no possible line-up I could come up with that was going to please everyone; no matter how many stories I

  included, since there wasn’t room to include all of them, there was always somebody who was going to be disappointed that their favourite story was left out.




  The brute fact was, though, that since there wasn’t room for everything, or even everything that deserved to be in the book, that something was going to have to go. That called for hard

  decisions.




  The first and in some ways most important decision I had to make was whether I should use novellas such as Joe Haldeman’s “The Hemingway Hoax” and Nancy Kress’

  “Beggars in Spain,” that were later expanded into novels, or whether I should stick with less-famous stand-alone novellas that weren’t subsequently turned into novels.

  After a great deal of soul-searching, I decided that to justify a title such as Best Short SF Novels, I had to include stories such as “The Hemingway Hoax” and

  “Beggars in Spain,” even if they are available elsewhere in other forms – the anthology just wouldn’t live up to its name otherwise. While I hoped to include lesser-known

  novellas that weren’t as readily available and perhaps hadn’t been seen or weren’t findable by newer readers, it was clear that the only fair determining characteristic was

  literary quality: if it couldn’t justifiably be called one of the best, it wasn’t going to get in, all other practical and demographic considerations aside. (Don’t bother to tell

  me that there are too many stories from Asimov’s here; I know that already . . . and if I didn’t have to give at least some consideration to demographics, there’d probably

  be more of them. In defence of that, though, Asimov’s was one of the premier markets for novellas throughout the 1980s and 1990s and, along with markets such as The Magazine of

  Fantasy & Science Fiction, Interzone, and Analog, remains one of the prime sources for novellas to this day . . . plus, not all the Asimov’s stories here were bought by

  me. It also quickly became clear that there was no way that every year that the Best New SF has been published could be represented; first-rate novellas tend to clump,

  for some reason, and thus there were inevitably going to be two or three novellas from the same year, and none from others.)




  Having decided that everything was eligible even the best-known stories and novellas that had been turned into novels, I then had to re-read everything, all hundred-plus novellas.

  Although a few of them turned out, unsurprisingly, to be too heavily dated to use after twenty years or more, most of them held up amazingly well, even some of the oldest stories. Eliminating most

  of them turned out to be one of the hardest editorial jobs I’ve ever undertaken; the quality of the available pool of novellas was so high that I drew up list after list after list

  (complicated by the fact that some authors had two or three excellent novellas that would have served my purposes just as well as the one I ended up actually using) right up until the last

  possible moment, and you could make as good an argument for most of them as for the one I ended up with; in fact, if I’d finalized on Tuesday rather than Monday, you’d have probably

  ended up with a different list altogether. Chances are, it still would probably have lived up to the title, though. The quality of the pool of novellas there was to draw upon was so high that, even

  if I’d closed my eyes, stabbed out a finger, and picked stories at random, you’d probably still be getting a pretty good anthology out of it.




  In closing, I’d like to thank the often-unsung acquisitions editors who had the good taste to buy these stories in the first place: Ellen Datlow, Shawna McCarthy, Peter Crowther, Kristine

  Kathryn Rusch, Deborah Beale, Patrick Nielson Hayden, as well as all the editors over the last twenty years who bought all the stories in those twenty volumes that didn’t happen to make the

  cut for this particular retrospective. I’d like to thank the writers, who laboured long into the night over keyboards in lonely rooms to write all the stories in this anthology, and

  all the other stories in the volumes of Best New SF, and all the good stories that didn’t make it into any of them in the first place – because there’ve always been more

  good stories than we have room to use, every year from the beginning to now.




  And lastly, I’d like to thank you, the readers, for buying and appreciating the volumes of this series, and thus making it a success. May you continue to enjoy future volumes, and may you

  enjoy this one as well!




  

    Gardner Dozois


  








  

     

  




  SAILING TO BYZANTIUM




  Robert Silverberg




  Robert Silverberg is one of the most famous SF writers of modern times, with dozens of novels, anthologies, and collections to his credit. As both writer and editor (he was

  editor of the original anthology series New Dimensions, perhaps most acclaimed anthology series of its era), Silverberg was one of the most influential figures of the Post–New Wave era of the

  ’70s, and continues to be at the forefront of the field to this very day, having won a total of five Nebula Awards and four Hugo Awards, plus SFWA’s prestigious Grandmaster Award.




  His novels include the acclaimed Dying Inside, Lord Valentine’s Castle, The Book of Skulls, Downward to the Earth, Tower of Glass, Son of Man, Nightwings, The World Inside, Born with

  the Dead, Shadrack in the Furnace, Thorns, Up the Line, The Man in the Maze, Tom O’Bedlam, Star of Gypsies, At Winter’s End, The Face of the Waters, Kingdoms of the Wall, Hot Sky at

  Midnight, The Alien Years, Lord Prestimion, The Mountains of Majipoor, and two novel-length expansions of famous Isaac Asimov stories, Nightfall and The Ugly Little Boy. His

  collections include Unfamiliar Territory, Capricorn Games, Majipoor Chronicles, The Best of Robert Silverberg, The Conglomeroid Cocktail Party, Beyond the Safe Zone, and a massive

  retrospective collection, The Collected Stories of Robert Silverberg, Volume One: Secret Sharers. His reprint anthologies are far too numerous to list here, but include The Science

  Fiction Hall of Fame, Volume One and the distinguished Alpha series, among dozens of others. His most recent books are the novel The Longest Way Home, the mosaic novel Roma

  Eterna, and a massive new retrospective collection, Phases of the Moon: Six Decades of Masterpieces. Coming up is a new collection, In the Beginning. He lives with his wife,

  writer Karen Haber, in Oakland, California.




  Here, in the one of the most distinguished stories of a long and distinguished career, a story that won him both Hugo and Nebula awards, he takes us to the very far future, on tour with a

  twentieth-century man in a world where everyone is a tourist, and nothing is quite what it seems.




  At dawn he arose and stepped out onto the patio for his first look at Alexandria, the one city he had not yet seen. That year the five cities were

  Chang-an, Asgard, New Chicago, Timbuctoo, Alexandria: the usual mix of eras, cultures, realities. He and Gioia, making the long flight from Asgard in the distant north the night before, had arrived

  late, well after sundown, and had gone straight to bed. Now, by the gentle apricot-hued morning light, the fierce spires and battlements of Asgard seemed merely something he had dreamed.




  The rumor was that Asgard’s moment was finished anyway. In a little while, he had heard, they were going to tear it down and replace it, elsewhere, with Mohenjo-daro. Though there were

  never more than five cities, they changed constantly. He could remember a time when they had had Rome of the Caesars instead of Chang-an, and Rio de Janeiro rather than Alexandria. These people saw

  no point in keeping anything very long.




  It was not easy for him to adjust to the sultry intensity of Alexandria after the frozen splendors of Asgard. The wind, coming off the water, was brisk and torrid both at once. Soft turquoise

  wavelets lapped at the jetties. Strong presences assailed his senses: the hot heavy sky, the stinging scent of the red lowland sand borne on the breeze, the sullen swampy aroma of the nearby sea.

  Everything trembled and glimmered in the early light. Their hotel was beautifully situated, high on the northern slope of the huge artificial mound known as the Paneium that was sacred to the

  goat-footed god. From here they had a total view of the city: the wide noble boulevards, the soaring obelisks and monuments, the palace of Hadrian just below the hill, the stately and awesome

  Library, the temple of Poseidon, the teeming marketplace, the royal lodge that Marc Antony had built after his defeat at Actium. And of course the Lighthouse, the wondrous many-windowed Lighthouse,

  the seventh wonder of the world, that immense pile of marble and limestone and reddish-purple Aswan granite rising in majesty at the end of its mile-long causeway. Black smoke from the beacon fire

  at its summit curled lazily into the sky. The city was awakening. Some temporaries in short white kilts appeared and began to trim the dense dark hedges that bordered the great public buildings. A

  few citizens wearing loose robes of vaguely Grecian style were strolling in the streets.




  There were ghosts and chimeras and phantasies everywhere about. Two slim elegant centaurs, a male and a female, grazed on the hillside. A burly thick-thighed swordsman appeared on the porch of

  the temple of Poseidon holding a Gorgon’s severed head and waved it in a wide arc, grinning broadly. In the street below the hotel gate three small pink sphinxes, no bigger than housecats,

  stretched and yawned and began to prowl the curbside. A larger one, lion-sized, watched warily from an alleyway: their mother, surely. Even at this distance he could hear her loud purring.




  Shading his eyes, he peered far out past the Lighthouse and across the water. He hoped to see the dim shores of Crete or Cyprus to the north, or perhaps the great dark curve of Anatolia.

  Carry me toward that great Byzantium, he thought. Where all is ancient, singing at the oars. But he beheld only the endless empty sea, sun-bright and blinding though the morning was

  just beginning. Nothing was ever where he expected it to be. The continents did not seem to be in their proper places any longer. Gioia, taking him aloft long ago in her little flitterflitter, had

  shown him that. The tip of South America was canted far out into the Pacific, Africa was weirdly foreshortened; a broad tongue of ocean separated Europe and Asia. Australia did not appear to exist

  at all. Perhaps they had dug it up and used it for other things. There was no trace of the world he once had known. This was the fiftieth century. “The fiftieth century after

  what?” he had asked several times, but no one seemed to know, or else they did not care to say.




  “Is Alexandria very beautiful?” Gioia called from within.




  “Come out and see.”




  Naked and sleepy-looking, she padded out onto the white-tiled patio and nestled up beside him. She fit neatly under his arm. “Oh, yes, yes!” she said softly. “So very

  beautiful, isn’t it? Look, there, the palaces, the Library, the Lighthouse! Where will we go first? The Lighthouse, I think. Yes? And then the marketplace – I want to see the Egyptian

  magicians – and the stadium, the races – will they be having races today, do you think? Oh, Charles, I want to see everything!”




  “Everything? All on the first day?”




  “All on the first day, yes,” she said. “Everything.”




  “But we have plenty of time, Gioia.”




  “Do we?”




  He smiled and drew her tight against his side.




  “Time enough,” he said gently.




  He loved her for her impatience, for her bright bubbling eagerness. Gioia was not much like the rest in that regard, though she seemed identical in all other ways. She was short, supple,

  slender, dark-eyed, olive-skinned, narrow-hipped, with wide shoulders and flat muscles. They were all like that, each one indistinguishable from the rest, like a horde of millions of brothers and

  sisters – a world of small lithe childlike Mediterraneans, built for juggling, for bull-dancing, for sweet white wine at midday and rough red wine at night. They had the same slim bodies, the

  same broad mouths, the same great glossy eyes. He had never seen anyone who appeared to be younger than twelve or older than twenty. Gioia was somehow a little different, although he did not quite

  know how; but he knew that it was for that imperceptible but significant difference that he loved her. And probably that was why she loved him also.




  He let his gaze drift from west to east, from the Gate of the Moon down broad Canopus Street and out to the harbor, and off to the tomb of Cleopatra at the tip of long slender Cape Lochias.

  Everything was here and all of it perfect, the obelisks, the statues and marble colonnades, the courtyards and shrines and groves, great Alexander himself in his coffin of crystal and gold: a

  splendid gleaming pagan city. But there were oddities – an unmistakable mosque near the public gardens, and what seemed to be a Christian church not far from the Library. And those ships in

  the harbor, with all those red sails and bristling masts – surely they were medieval, and late medieval at that. He had seen such anachronisms in other places before. Doubtless these people

  found them amusing. Life was a game for them. They played at it unceasingly. Rome, Alexandria, Timbuctoo – why not? Create an Asgard of translucent bridges and shimmering ice-girt palaces,

  then grow weary of it and take it away? Replace it with Mohenjo-daro? Why not? It seemed to him a great pity to destroy those lofty Nordic feasting halls for the sake of building a squat brutal

  sun-baked city of brown brick; but these people did not look at things the way he did. Their cities were only temporary. Someone in Asgard had said that Timbuctoo would be the next to go, with

  Byzantium rising in its place. Well, why not? Why not? They could have anything they liked. This was the fiftieth century, after all. The only rule was that there could be no more than five cities

  at once. “Limits,” Gioia had informed him solemnly when they first began to travel together, “are very important.” But she did not know why, or did not care to say.




  He stared out once more toward the sea.




  He imagined a newborn city congealing suddenly out of mists, far across the water: shining towers, great domed palaces, golden mosaics. That would be no great effort for them. They could just

  summon it forth whole out of time, the Emperor on his throne and the Emperor’s drunken soldiery roistering in the streets, the brazen clangor of the cathedral gong rolling through the Grand

  Bazaar, dolphins leaping beyond the shoreside pavilions. Why not? They had Timbuctoo. They had Alexandria. Do you crave Constantinople? Then behold Constantinople! Or Avalon, or Lyonesse, or

  Atlantis. They could have anything they liked. It is pure Schopenhauer here: the world as will and imagination. Yes! These slender dark-eyed people journeying tirelessly from miracle to miracle.

  Why not Byzantium next? Yes! Why not? That is no country for old men, he thought. The young in one another’s arms, the birds in the trees – yes! Yes! Anything they liked.

  They even had him. Suddenly he felt frightened. Questions he had not asked for a long time burst through into his consciousness. Who am I? Why am I here? Who is this woman beside me?




  “You’re so quiet all of a sudden, Charles,” said Gioia, who could not abide silence for very long. “Will you talk to me? I want you to talk to me. Tell me what

  you’re looking for out there.”




  He shrugged. “Nothing.”




  “Nothing?”




  “Nothing in particular.”




  “I could see you seeing something.”




  “Byzantium,” he said. “I was imagining that I could look straight across the water to Byzantium. I was trying to get a glimpse of the walls of Constantinople.”




  “Oh, but you wouldn’t be able to see as far as that from here. Not really.”




  “I know.”




  “And anyway Byzantium doesn’t exist.”




  “Not yet. But it will. Its time comes later on.”




  “Does it?” she said. “Do you know that for a fact?”




  “On good authority. I heard it in Asgard,” he told her. “But even if I hadn’t, Byzantium would be inevitable, don’t you think? Its time would have to come. How

  could we not do Byzantium, Gioia? We certainly will do Byzantium, sooner or later. I know we will. It’s only a matter of time. And we have all the time in the world.”




  A shadow crossed her face. “Do we? Do we?”




  He knew very little about himself, but he knew that he was not one of them. That he knew. He knew that his name was Charles Phillips and that before he had come to live among

  these people he had lived in the year 1984, when there had been such things as computers and television sets and baseball and jet planes, and the world was full of cities, not merely five but

  thousands of them, New York and London and Johannesburg and Paris and Liverpool and Bangkok and San Francisco and Buenos Aires and a multitude of others, all at the same time. There had been four

  and a half billion people in the world then; now he doubted that there were as many as four and a half million. Nearly everything had changed beyond comprehension. The moon still seemed the same,

  and the sun; but at night he searched in vain for familiar constellations. He had no idea how they had brought him from then to now, or why. It did no good to ask. No one had any answers for him;

  no one so much as appeared to understand what it was that he was trying to learn. After a time he had stopped asking; after a time he had almost entirely ceased wanting to know.




  He and Gioia were climbing the Lighthouse. She scampered ahead, in a hurry as always, and he came along behind her in his more stolid fashion. Scores of other tourists, mostly in groups of two

  or three, were making their way up the wide flagstone ramps, laughing, calling to one another. Some of them, seeing him, stopped a moment, stared, pointed. He was used to that. He was so much

  taller than any of them; he was plainly not one of them. When they pointed at him he smiled. Sometimes he nodded a little acknowledgment.




  He could not find much of interest in the lowest level, a massive square structure two hundred feet high built of huge marble blocks: within its cool musty arcades were hundreds of small dark

  rooms, the offices of the Lighthouse’s keepers and mechanics, the barracks of the garrison, the stables for the three hundred donkeys that carried the fuel to the lantern far above. None of

  that appeared inviting to him. He forged onward without halting until he emerged on the balcony that led to the next level. Here the Lighthouse grew narrower and became octagonal: its face, granite

  now and handsomely fluted, rose in a stunning sweep above him.




  Gioia was waiting for him there. “This is for you,” she said, holding out a nugget of meat on a wooden skewer. “Roast lamb. Absolutely delicious. I had one while I was waiting

  for you.” She gave him a cup of some cool green sherbet also, and darted off to buy a pomegranate. Dozens of temporaries were roaming the balcony, selling refreshments of all kinds.




  He nibbled at the meat. It was charred outside, nicely pink and moist within. While he ate, one of the temporaries came up to him and peered blandly into his face. It was a stocky swarthy male

  wearing nothing but a strip of red and yellow cloth about its waist. “I sell meat,” it said. “Very fine roast lamb, only five drachmas.”




  Phillips indicated the piece he was eating. “I already have some,” he said.




  “It is excellent meat, very tender. It has been soaked for three days in the juices of—”




  “Please,” Phillips said. “I don’t want to buy any meat. Do you mind moving along?”




  The temporaries had confused and baffled him at first, and there was still much about them that was unclear to him. They were not machines – they looked like creatures of flesh and blood

  – but they did not seem to be human beings, either, and no one treated them as if they were. He supposed they were artificial constructs, products of a technology so consummate that it was

  invisible. Some appeared to be more intelligent than others, but all of them behaved as if they had no more autonomy than characters in a play, which was essentially what they were. There were

  untold numbers of them in each of the five cities, playing all manner of roles: shepherds and swineherds, street-sweepers, merchants, boatmen, vendors of grilled meats and cool drinks, hagglers in

  the marketplace, schoolchildren, charioteers, policemen, grooms, gladiators, monks, artisans, whores and cut-purses, sailors – whatever was needed to sustain the illusion of a thriving,

  populous urban center. The darkeyed people, Gioia’s people, never performed work. There were not enough of them to keep a city’s functions going, and in any case they were strictly

  tourists, wandering with the wind, moving from city to city as the whim took them, Chang-an to New Chicago, New Chicago to Timbuctoo, Timbuctoo to Asgard, Asgard to Alexandria, onward, ever

  onward.




  The temporary would not leave him alone. Phillips walked away and it followed him, cornering him against the balcony wall. When Gioia returned a few minutes later, lips prettily stained with

  pomegranate juice, the temporary was still hovering about him, trying with lunatic persistence to sell him a skewer of lamb. It stood much too close to him, almost nose to nose, great sad cowlike

  eyes peering intently into his as it extolled with mournful mooing urgency the quality of its wares. It seemed to him that he had had trouble like this with temporaries on one or two earlier

  occasions. Gioia touched the creature’s elbow lightly and said, in a short sharp tone Phillips had never heard her use before, “He isn’t interested. Get away from him.” It

  went at once. To Phillips she said, “You have to be firm with them.”




  “I was trying. It wouldn’t listen to me.”




  “You ordered it to go away, and it refused?”




  “I asked it to go away. Politely. Too politely, maybe.”




  “Even so,” she said. “It should have obeyed a human, regardless.”




  “Maybe it didn’t think I was human,” Phillips suggested. “Because of the way I look. My height, the color of my eyes. It might have thought I was some kind of temporary

  myself.”




  “No,” Gioia said, frowning. “A temporary won’t solicit another temporary. But it won’t ever disobey a citizen, either. There’s a very clear boundary. There

  isn’t ever any confusion. I can’t understand why it went on bothering you.” He was surprised at how troubled she seemed: far more so, he thought, than the incident warranted. A

  stupid device, perhaps miscalibrated in some way, over-enthusiastically pushing its wares – what of it? What of it? Gioia, after a moment, appeared to come to the same conclusion. Shrugging,

  she said, “It’s defective, I suppose. Probably such things are more common than we suspect, don’t you think?” There was something forced about her tone that bothered him.

  She smiled and handed him her pomegranate. “Here. Have a bite, Charles. It’s wonderfully sweet. They used to be extinct, you know. Shall we go on upward?”




  The octagonal midsection of the Lighthouse must have been several hundred feet in height, a grim claustrophobic tube almost entirely filled by the two broad spiraling ramps

  that wound around the huge building’s central well. The ascent was slow: a donkey team was a little way ahead of them on the ramp, plodding along laden with bundles of kindling for the

  lantern. But at last, just as Phillips was growing winded and dizzy, he and Gioia came out onto the second balcony, the one marking the transition between the octagonal section and the

  Lighthouse’s uppermost story, which was cylindrical and very slender.




  She leaned far out over the balustrade. “Oh, Charles, look at the view! Look at it!”




  It was amazing. From one side they could see the entire city, and swampy Lake Mareotis and the dusty Egyptian plain beyond it, and from the other they peered far out into the gray and choppy

  Mediterranean. He gestured toward the innumerable reefs and shallows that infested the waters leading to the harbor entrance. “No wonder they needed a lighthouse here,” he said.

  “Without some kind of gigantic landmark they’d never have found their way in from the open sea.”




  A blast of sound, a ferocious snort, erupted just above him. He looked up, startled. Immense statues of trumpet-wielding Tritons jutted from the corners of the Lighthouse at this level; that

  great blurting sound had come from the nearest of them. A signal, he thought. A warning to the ships negotiating that troubled passage. The sound was produced by some kind of steam-powered

  mechanism, he realized, operated by teams of sweating temporaries clustered about bonfires at the base of each Triton.




  Once again he found himself swept by admiration for the clever way these people carried out their reproductions of antiquity. Or were they reproductions, he wondered? He still did not understand

  how they brought their cities into being. For all he knew, this place was the authentic Alexandria itself, pulled forward out of its proper time just as he himself had been. Perhaps this was the

  true and original Lighthouse, and not a copy. He had no idea which was the case, nor which would be the greater miracle.




  “How do we get to the top?” Gioia asked.




  “Over there, I think. That doorway.”




  The spiraling donkey-ramps ended here. The loads of lantern fuel went higher via a dumbwaiter in the central shaft. Visitors continued by way of a cramped staircase, so narrow at its upper end

  that it was impossible to turn around while climbing. Gioia, tireless, sprinted ahead. He clung to the rail and labored up and up, keeping count of the tiny window slits to ease the boredom of the

  ascent. The count was nearing a hundred when finally he stumbled into the vestibule of the beacon chamber. A dozen or so visitors were crowded into it. Gioia was at the far side, by the wall that

  was open to the sea.




  It seemed to him he could feel the building swaying in the winds up here. How high were they? Five hundred feet, six hundred, seven? The beacon chamber was tall and narrow, divided by a catwalk

  into upper and lower sections. Down below, relays of temporaries carried wood from the dumbwaiter and tossed it on the blazing fire. He felt its intense heat from where he stood, at the rim of the

  platform on which the giant mirror of polished metal was hung. Tongues of flame leaped upward and danced before the mirror, which hurled its dazzling beam far out to sea. Smoke rose through a vent.

  At the very top was a colossal statue of Poseidon, austere, ferocious, looming above the lantern.




  Gioia sidled along the catwalk until she was at his side. “The guide was talking before you came,” she said, pointing. “Do you see that place over there, under the mirror?

  Someone standing there and looking into the mirror gets a view of ships at sea that can’t be seen from here by the naked eye. The mirror magnifies things.”




  “Do you believe that?”




  She nodded toward the guide. “It said so. And it also told us that if you look in a certain way, you can see right across the water into the city of Constantinople.”




  She is like a child, he thought. They all are. He said, “You told me yourself this very morning that it isn’t possible to see that far. Besides, Constantinople doesn’t exist

  right now.”




  “It will,” she replied. “You said that to me, this very morning. And when it does, it’ll be reflected in the Lighthouse mirror. That’s the truth. I’m

  absolutely certain of it.” She swung about abruptly toward the entrance of the beacon chamber. “Oh, look, Charles! Here come Nissandra and Aramayne! And there’s Hawk!

  There’s Stengard!” Gioia laughed and waved and called out names. “Oh, everyone’s here! Everyone!”




  They came jostling into the room, so many newcomers that some of those who had been there were forced to scramble down the steps on the far side. Gioia moved among them, hugging, kissing.

  Phillips could scarcely tell one from another – it was hard for him even to tell which were the men and which the women, dressed as they all were in the same sort of loose robes – but

  he recognized some of the names. These were her special friends, her set, with whom she had journeyed from city to city on an endless round of gaiety in the old days before he had come into her

  life. He had met a few of them before, in Asgard, in Rio, in Rome. The beacon-chamber guide, a squat wide-shouldered old temporary wearing a laurel wreath on its bald head, reappeared and began its

  potted speech, but no one listened to it; they were all too busy greeting one another, embracing, giggling. Some of them edged their way over to Phillips and reached up, standing on tiptoes, to

  touch their fingertips to his cheek in that odd hello of theirs. “Charles,” they said gravely, making two syllables out of the name, as these people often did. “So good to see you

  again. Such a pleasure. You and Gioia – such a handsome couple. So well suited to each other.”




  Was that so? He supposed it was.




  The chamber hummed with chatter. The guide could not be heard at all. Stengard and Nissandra had visited New Chicago for the water-dancing – Aramayne bore tales of a feast in Chang-an that

  had gone on for days – Hawk and Hekna had been to Timbuctoo to see the arrival of the salt caravan, and were going back there soon – a final party soon to celebrate the end of

  Asgard that absolutely should not be missed – the plans for the new city, Mohenjo-daro – we have reservations for the opening, we wouldn’t pass it up for anything – and,

  yes, they were definitely going to do Constantinople after that, the planners were already deep into their Byzantium research – so good to see you, you look so beautiful all the time –

  have you been to the Library yet? The zoo? To the temple of Serapis? –




  To Phillips they said, “What do you think of our Alexandria, Charles? Of course, you must have known it well in your day. Does it look the way you remember it?” They were always

  asking things like that. They did not seem to comprehend that the Alexandria of the Lighthouse and the Library was long lost and legendary by the time his twentieth century had been. To them, he

  suspected, all the places they had brought back into existence were more or less contemporary. Rome of the Caesars, Alexandria of the Ptolemies, Venice of the Doges, Chang-an of the T’angs,

  Asgard of the Aesir, none any less real than the next nor any less unreal, each one simply a facet of the distant past, the fantastic immemorial past, a plum plucked from that dark backward abysm

  of time. They had no contexts for separating one era from another. To them all the past was one borderless timeless realm. Why, then, should he not have seen the Lighthouse before, he who had

  leaped into this era from the New York of 1984? He had never been able to explain it to them. Julius Caesar and Hannibal, Helen of Troy and Charlemagne, Rome of the gladiators and New York of the

  Yankees and Mets, Gilgamesh and Tristan and Othello and Robin Hood and George Washington and Queen Victoria – to them, all equally real and unreal, none of them any more than bright figures

  moving about on a painted canvas. The past, the past, the elusive and fluid past – to them it was a single place of infinite accessibility and infinite connectivity. Of course, they would

  think he had seen the Lighthouse before. He knew better than to try again to explain things. “No,” he said simply. “This is my first time in Alexandria.”




  They stayed there all winter long, and possibly some of the spring. Alexandria was not a place where one was sharply aware of the change of seasons, nor did the passage of time

  itself make itself very evident when one was living one’s entire life as a tourist.




  During the day there was always something new to see. The zoological garden, for instance: a wondrous park, miraculously green and lush in this hot dry climate, where astounding animals roamed

  in enclosures so generous that they did not seem like enclosures at all. Here were camels, rhinoceroses, gazelles, ostriches, lions, wild asses; and here, too, casually adjacent to those familiar

  African beasts, were hippogriffs, unicorns, basilisks, and fire-snorting dragons with rainbow scales. Had the original zoo of Alexandria had dragons and unicorns? Phillips doubted it. But this one

  did; evidently it was no harder for the backstage craftsmen to manufacture mythic beasts than it was for them to turn out camels and gazelles. To Gioia and her friends all of them were equally

  mythical, anyway. They were just as awed by the rhinoceros as by the hippogriff. One was no more strange – or any less – than the other. So far as Phillips had been able to discover,

  none of the mammals or birds of his era had survived into this one except for a few cats and dogs, though many had been reconstructed.




  And then the Library! All those lost treasures, reclaimed from the jaws of time! Stupendous columned marble walls, airy high-vaulted reading rooms, dark coiling stacks stretching away to

  infinity. The ivory handles of seven hundred thousand papyrus scrolls bristling on the shelves. Scholars and librarians gliding quietly about, smiling faint scholarly smiles but plainly preoccupied

  with serious matters of the mind. They were all temporaries, Phillips realized. Mere props, part of the illusion. But were the scrolls illusions, too? “Here we have the complete dramas of

  Sophocles,” said the guide with a blithe wave of its hand, indicating shelf upon shelf of texts. Only seven of his hundred twenty-three plays had survived the successive burnings of the

  library in ancient times by Romans, Christians, Arabs: were the lost ones here, the Triptolemus, the Nausicaa, the Jason, and all the rest? And would he find here, too,

  miraculously restored to being, the other vanished treasures of ancient literature – the memoirs of Odysseus, Cato’s history of Rome, Thucidydes’ life of Pericles, the missing

  volumes of Livy? But when he asked if he might explore the stacks, the guide smiled apologetically and said that all the librarians were busy just now. Another time, perhaps? Perhaps, said the

  guide. It made no difference, Phillips decided. Even if these people somehow had brought back those lost masterpieces of antiquity, how would he read them? He knew no Greek.




  The life of the city buzzed and throbbed about him. It was a dazzlingly beautiful place: the vast bay thick with sails, the great avenues running rigidly east-west, north-south, the sunlight

  rebounding almost audibly from the bright walls of the palaces of kings and gods. They have done this very well, Phillips thought: very well indeed. In the marketplace hard-eyed traders squabbled

  in half a dozen mysterious languages over the price of ebony, Arabian incense, jade, panther skins. Gioia bought a dram of pale musky Egyptian perfume in a delicate tapering glass flask. Magicians

  and jugglers and scribes called out stridently to passersby, begging for a few moments of attention and a handful of coins for their labor. Strapping slaves, black and tawny and some that might

  have been Chinese, were put up for auction, made to flex their muscles, to bare their teeth, to bare their breasts and thighs to prospective buyers. In the gymnasium naked athletes hurled javelins

  and discuses, and wrestled with terrifying zeal. Gioia’s friend Stengard came rushing up with a gift for her, a golden necklace that would not have embarrassed Cleopatra. An hour later she

  had lost it, or perhaps had given it away while Phillips was looking elsewhere. She bought another, even finer, the next day. Anyone could have all the money he wanted, simply by asking: it was as

  easy to come by as air for these people.




  Being here was much like going to the movies, Phillips told himself. A different show every day: not much plot, but the special effects were magnificent and the detail work could hardly have

  been surpassed. A megamovie, a vast entertainment that went on all the time and was being played out by the whole population of Earth. And it was all so effortless, so spontaneous: just as when he

  had gone to a movie he had never troubled to think about the myriad technicians behind the scenes, the cameramen and the costume designers and the set builders and the electricians and the model

  makers and the boom operators, so, too, here he chose not to question the means by which Alexandria had been set before him. It felt real. It was real. When he drank the strong red wine it gave him

  a pleasant buzz. If he leaped from the beacon chamber of the Lighthouse he suspected he would die, though perhaps he would not stay dead for long: doubtless they had some way of restoring him as

  often as was necessary. Death did not seem to be a factor in these people’s lives.




  By day they saw sights. By night he and Gioia went to parties, in their hotel, in seaside villas, in the palaces of the high nobility. The usual people were there all the time, Hawk and Hekna,

  Aramayne, Stengard and Shelimir, Nissandra, Asoka, Afonso, Protay. At the parties there were five or ten temporaries for every citizen, some as mere servants, others as entertainers or even

  surrogate guests, mingling freely and a little daringly. But everyone knew, all the time, who was a citizen and who just a temporary. Phillips began to think his own status lay somewhere between.

  Certainly they treated him with a courtesy that no one ever would give a temporary, and yet there was a condescension to their manner that told him not simply that he was not one of them but that

  he was someone or something of an altogether different order of existence. That he was Gioia’s lover gave him some standing in their eyes, but not a great deal: obviously he was always going

  to be an outsider, a primitive, ancient and quaint. For that matter he noticed that Gioia herself, though unquestionably a member of the set, seemed to be regarded as something of an outsider, like

  a tradesman’s great-granddaughter in a gathering of Plantagenets. She did not always find out about the best parties in time to attend; her friends did not always reciprocate her effusive

  greetings with the same degree of warmth; sometimes he noticed her straining to hear some bit of gossip that was not quite being shared with her. Was it because she had taken him for her lover? Or

  was it the other way around: that she had chosen to be his lover precisely because she was not a full member of their caste?




  Being a primitive gave him, at least, something to talk about at their parties. “Tell us about war,” they said. “Tell us about elections. About money. About disease.”

  They wanted to know everything, though they did not seem to pay close attention: their eyes were quick to glaze. Still, they asked. He described traffic jams to them, and politics, and deodorants,

  and vitamin pills. He told them about cigarettes, newspapers, subways, telephone directories, credit cards, and basketball. “Which was your city?” they asked. New York, he told them.

  “And when was it? The seventh century, did you say?” The twentieth, he told them. They exchanged glances and nodded. “We will have to do it,” they said. “The World

  Trade Center, the Empire State Building, the Citicorp Center, the Cathedral of St. John the Divine: how fascinating! Yankee Stadium. The Verrazano Bridge. We will do it all. But first must come

  Mohenjo-daro. And then, I think, Constantinople. Did your city have many people?” Seven million, he said. Just in the five boroughs alone. They nodded, smiling amiably, unfazed by the number.

  Seven million, seventy million – it was all the same to them, he sensed. They would just bring forth the temporaries in whatever quantity was required. He wondered how well they would carry

  the job off. He was no real judge of Alexandrias and Asgards, after all. Here they could have unicorns and hippogriffs in the zoo, and live sphinxes prowling in the gutters, and it did not trouble

  him. Their fanciful Alexandria was as good as history’s, or better. But how sad, how disillusioning it would be, if the New York that they conjured up had Greenwich Village uptown and Times

  Square in the Bronx, and the New Yorkers, gentle and polite, spoke with the honeyed accents of Savannah or New Orleans. Well, that was nothing he needed to brood about just now. Very likely they

  were only being courteous when they spoke of doing his New York. They had all the vastness of the past to choose from: Nineveh, Memphis of the Pharaohs, the London of Victoria or Shakespeare or

  Richard the Third, Florence of the Medici, the Paris of Abelard and Heloise or the Paris of Louis XIV, Moctezuma’s Tenochtitlan and Atahuallpa’s Cuzco; Damascus, St. Petersburg,

  Babylon, Troy. And then there were all the cities like New Chicago, out of time that was time yet unborn to him but ancient history to them. In such richness, such an infinity of choices, even

  mighty New York might have to wait a long while for its turn. Would he still be among them by the time they got around to it? By then, perhaps, they might have become bored with him and returned

  him to his own proper era. Or possibly he would simply have grown old and died. Even here, he supposed, he would eventually die, though no one else ever seemed to. He did not know. He realized that

  in fact he did not know anything.




  The north wind blew all day long. Vast flocks of ibises appeared over the city, fleeing the heat of the interior, and screeched across the sky with their black necks and

  scrawny legs extended. The sacred birds, descending by the thousands, scuttered about in every crossroad, pouncing on spiders and beetles, on mice, on the debris of the meat shops and the bakeries.

  They were beautiful but annoyingly ubiquitous, and they splashed their dung over the marble buildings; each morning squadrons of temporaries carefully washed it off. Gioia said little to him now.

  She seemed cool, withdrawn, depressed; and there was something almost intangible about her, as though she were gradually becoming transparent. He felt it would be an intrusion upon her privacy to

  ask her what was wrong. Perhaps it was only restlessness. She became religious, and presented costly offerings at the temples of Serapis, Isis, Poseidon, Pan. She went to the necropolis west of the

  city to lay wreaths on the tombs in the catacombs. In a single day she climbed the Lighthouse three times without any sign of fatigue. One afternoon he returned from a visit to the Library and

  found her naked on the patio; she had anointed herself all over with some aromatic green salve. Abruptly she said, “I think it’s time to leave Alexandria, don’t you?”




  She wanted to go to Mohenjo-daro, but Mohenjo-daro was not yet ready for visitors. Instead they flew eastward to Chang-an, which they had not seen in years. It was

  Phillips’s suggestion: he hoped that the cosmopolitan gaudiness of the old T’ang capital would lift her mood.




  They were to be guests of the Emperor this time: an unusual privilege, which ordinarily had to be applied for far in advance, but Phillips had told some of Gioia’s highly placed friends

  that she was unhappy, and they had quickly arranged everything. Three endlessly bowing functionaries in flowing yellow robes and purple sashes met them at the Gate of Brilliant Virtue in the

  city’s south wall and conducted them to their pavilion, close by the imperial palace and the Forbidden Garden. It was a light, airy place, thin walls of plastered brick braced by graceful

  columns of some dark, aromatic wood. Fountains played on the roof of green and yellow tiles, creating an unending cool rainfall of recirculating water. The balustrades were of carved marble, the

  door fittings were of gold.




  There was a suite of private rooms for him, and another for her, though they would share the handsome damask-draped bedroom at the heart of the pavilion. As soon as they arrived, Gioia announced

  that she must go to her rooms to bathe and dress. “There will be a formal reception for us at the palace tonight,” she said. “They say the imperial receptions are splendid beyond

  anything you could imagine. I want to be at my best.” The Emperor and all his ministers, she told him, would receive them in the Hall of the Supreme Ultimate; there would be a banquet for a

  thousand people; Persian dancers would perform, and the celebrated jugglers of Chung-nan. Afterward everyone would be conducted into the fantastic landscape of the Forbidden Garden to view the

  dragon races and the fireworks.




  He went to his own rooms. Two delicate little maidservants undressed him and bathed him with fragrant sponges. The pavilion came equipped with eleven temporaries who were to be their servants:

  soft-voiced unobtrusive catlike Chinese, done with perfect verisimilitude, straight black hair, glowing skin, epicanthic folds. Phillips often wondered what happened to a city’s temporaries

  when the city’s time was over. Were the towering Norse heroes of Asgard being recycled at this moment into wiry dark-skinned Dravidians for Mohenjo-daro? When Timbuctoo’s day was done,

  would its brightly robed black warriors be converted into supple Byzantines to stock the arcades of Constantinople? Or did they simply discard the old temporaries like so many excess props, stash

  them in warehouses somewhere, and turn out the appropriate quantities of the new model? He did not know; and once when he had asked Gioia about it she had grown uncomfortable and vague. She did not

  like him to probe for information, and he suspected it was because she had very little to give. These people did not seem to question the workings of their own world; his curiosities were very

  twentieth-century of him, he was frequently told, in that gently patronizing way of theirs. As his two little maids patted him with their sponges he thought of asking them where they had served

  before Chang-an. Rio? Rome? Haroun al-Raschid’s Baghdad? But these fragile girls, he knew, would only giggle and retreat if he tried to question them. Interrogating temporaries was not only

  improper but pointless: it was like interrogating one’s luggage.




  When he was bathed and robed in rich red silks he wandered the pavilion for a little while, admiring the tinkling pendants of green jade dangling on the portico, the lustrous auburn pillars, the

  rainbow hues of the intricately interwoven girders and brackets that supported the roof. Then, wearying of his solitude, he approached the bamboo curtain at the entrance to Gioia’s suite. A

  porter and one of the maids stood just within. They indicated that he should not enter; but he scowled at them and they melted from him like snowflakes. A trail of incense led him through the

  pavilion to Gioia’s innermost dressing room. There he halted, just outside the door.




  Gioia sat naked with her back to him at an ornate dressing table of some rare flame-colored wood inlaid with bands of orange and green porcelain. She was studying herself intently in a mirror of

  polished bronze held by one of her maids: picking through her scalp with her fingernails, as a woman might do who was searching out her gray hairs.




  But that seemed strange. Gray hair, on Gioia? On a citizen? A temporary might display some appearance of aging, perhaps, but surely not a citizen. Citizens remained forever young. Gioia looked

  like a girl. Her face was smooth and unlined, her flesh was firm, her hair was dark: that was true of all of them, every citizen he had ever seen. And yet there was no mistaking what Gioia was

  doing. She found a hair, frowned, drew it taut, nodded, plucked it. Another. Another. She pressed the tip of her finger to her cheek as if testing it for resilience. She tugged at the skin below

  her eyes, pulling it downward. Such familiar little gestures of vanity; but so odd here, he thought, in this world of the perpetually young. Gioia, worried about growing old? Had he simply failed

  to notice the signs of age on her? Or was it that she worked hard behind his back at concealing them? Perhaps that was it. Was he wrong about the citizens, then? Did they age even as the people of

  less blessed eras had always done, but simply have better ways of hiding it? How old was she, anyway? Thirty? Sixty? Three hundred?




  Gioia appeared satisfied now. She waved the mirror away; she rose; she beckoned for her banquet robes. Phillips, still standing unnoticed by the door, studied her with admiration: the small

  round buttocks, almost but not quite boyish, the elegant line of her spine, the surprising breadth of her shoulders. No, he thought, she is not aging at all. Her body is still like a girl’s.

  She looks as young as on the day they first had met, however long ago that was – he could not say; it was hard to keep track of time here; but he was sure some years had passed since they had

  come together. Those gray hairs, those wrinkles and sags for which she had searched just now with such desperate intensity, must all be imaginary, mere artifacts of vanity. Even in this remote

  future epoch, then, vanity was not extinct. He wondered why she was so concerned with the fear of aging. An affectation? Did all these timeless people take some perverse pleasure in fretting over

  the possibility that they might be growing old? Or was it some private fear of Gioia’s, another symptom of the mysterious depression that had come over her in Alexandria?




  Not wanting her to think that he had been spying on her, when all he had really intended was to pay her a visit, he slipped silently away to dress for the evening. She came to him an hour later,

  gorgeously robed, swaddled from chin to ankles in a brocade of brilliant colors shot through with threads of gold, face painted, hair drawn up tightly and fastened with ivory combs: very much the

  lady of the court. His servants had made him splendid also, a lustrous black surplice embroidered with golden dragons over a sweeping floor-length gown of shining white silk, a necklace and pendant

  of red coral, a five-cornered gray felt hat that rose in tower upon tower like a ziggurat. Gioia, grinning, touched her fingertips to his cheek. “You look marvelous!” she told him.

  “Like a grand mandarin!”




  “And you like an empress,” he said. “Of some distant land: Persia, India. Here to pay a ceremonial visit on the Son of Heaven.” An excess of love suffused his spirit,

  and, catching her lightly by the wrist, he drew her toward him, as close as he could manage it considering how elaborate their costumes were. But as he bent forward and downward, meaning to brush

  his lips lightly and affectionately against the tip of her nose, he perceived an unexpected strangeness, an anomaly: the coating of white paint that was her makeup seemed oddly to magnify rather

  than mask the contours of her skin, highlighting and revealing details he had never observed before. He saw a pattern of fine lines radiating from the corners of her eyes, and the unmistakable

  beginning of a quirk mark in her cheek just to the left of her mouth, and perhaps the faint indentation of frown lines in her flawless forehead. A shiver traveled along the nape of his neck. So it

  was not affectation, then, that had had her studying her mirror so fiercely. Age was in truth beginning to stake its claim on her, despite all that he had come to believe about these people’s

  agelessness. But a moment later he was not so sure. Gioia turned and slid gently half a step back from him – she must have found his stare disturbing – and the lines he had thought he

  had seen were gone. He searched for them and saw only girlish smoothness once again. A trick of the light? A figment of an overwrought imagination? He was baffled.




  “Come,” she said. “We mustn’t keep the Emperor waiting.”




  Five mustachioed warriors in armor of white quilting and seven musicians playing cymbals and pipes escorted them to the Hall of the Supreme Ultimate. There they found the full court arrayed:

  princes and ministers, high officials, yellow-robed monks, a swarm of imperial concubines. In a place of honor to the right of the royal thrones, which rose like gilded scaffolds high above all

  else, was a little group of stern-faced men in foreign costumes, the ambassadors of Rome and Byzantium, of Arabia and Syria, of Korea, Japan, Tibet, Turkestan. Incense smoldered in enameled

  braziers. A poet sang a delicate twanging melody, accompanying himself on a small harp. Then the Emperor and Empress entered: two tiny aged people, like waxen images, moving with infinite slowness,

  taking steps no greater than a child’s. There was the sound of trumpets as they ascended their thrones. When the little Emperor was seated – he looked like a doll up there, ancient,

  faded, shrunken, yet still somehow a figure of extraordinary power – he stretched forth both his hands, and enormous gongs began to sound. It was a scene of astonishing splendor, grand and

  overpowering.




  These are all temporaries, Phillips realized suddenly. He saw only a handful of citizens – eight, ten, possibly as many as a dozen – scattered here and there about the vast room. He

  knew them by their eyes, dark, liquid, knowing. They were watching not only the imperial spectacle but also Gioia and him; and Gioia, smiling secretly, nodding almost imperceptibly to them, was

  acknowledging their presence and their interest. But those few were the only ones in here who were autonomous living beings. All the rest – the entire splendid court, the great mandarins and

  paladins, the officials, the giggling concubines, the haughty and resplendent ambassadors, the aged Emperor and Empress themselves, were simply part of the scenery. Had the world ever seen

  entertainment on so grand a scale before? All this pomp, all this pageantry, conjured up each night for the amusement of a dozen or so viewers?




  At the banquet the little group of citizens sat together at a table apart, a round onyx slab draped with translucent green silk. There turned out to be seventeen of them in all, including Gioia;

  Gioia appeared to know all of them, though none, so far as he could tell, was a member of her set that he had met before. She did not attempt introductions. Nor was conversation at all possible

  during the meal: there was a constant astounding roaring din in the room. Three orchestras played at once and there were troupes of strolling musicians also, and a steady stream of monks and their

  attendants marched back and forth between the tables loudly chanting sutras and waving censers to the deafening accompaniment of drums and gongs. The Emperor did not descend from his throne to join

  the banquet; he seemed to be asleep, though now and then he waved his hand in time to the music. Gigantic half-naked brown slaves with broad cheekbones and mouths like gaping pockets brought forth

  the food, peacock tongues and breast of phoenix heaped on mounds of glowing saffron-colored rice, served on frail alabaster plates. For chopsticks they were given slender rods of dark jade. The

  wine, served in glistening crystal beakers, was thick and sweet, with an aftertaste of raisins, and no beaker was allowed to remain empty for more than a moment. Phillips felt himself growing

  dizzy: when the Persian dancers emerged he could not tell whether there were five of them or fifty, and as they performed their intricate whirling routines it seemed to him that their slender

  muslin-veiled forms were blurring and merging one into another. He felt frightened by their proficiency, and wanted to look away, but he could not. The Chung-nan jugglers that followed them were

  equally skillful, equally alarming, filling the air with scythes, flaming torches, live animals, rare porcelain vases, pink jade hatchets, silver bells, gilded cups, wagon wheels, bronze vessels,

  and never missing a catch. The citizens applauded politely but did not seem impressed. After the jugglers, the dancers returned, performing this time on stilts; the waiters brought platters of

  steaming meat of a pale lavender color, unfamiliar in taste and texture: filet of camel, perhaps, or haunch of hippopotamus, or possibly some choice chop from a young dragon. There was more wine.

  Feebly Phillips tried to wave it away, but the servitors were implacable. This was a dryer sort, greenish-gold, austere, sharp on the tongue. With it came a silver dish, chilled to a polar

  coldness, that held shaved ice flavored with some potent smoky-flavored brandy. The jugglers were doing a second turn, he noticed. He thought he was going to be ill. He looked helplessly toward

  Gioia, who seemed sober but fiercely animated, almost manic, her eyes blazing like rubies. She touched his cheek fondly. A cool draft blew through the hall: they had opened one entire wall,

  revealing the garden, the night, the stars. Just outside was a colossal wheel of oiled paper stretched on wooden struts. They must have erected it in the past hour: it stood a hundred fifty feet

  high or even more, and on it hung lanterns by the thousands, glimmering like giant fireflies. The guests began to leave the hall. Phillips let himself be swept along into the garden, where under a

  yellow moon strange crook-armed trees with dense black needles loomed ominously. Gioia slipped her arm through his. They went down to a lake of bubbling crimson fluid and watched scarlet

  flamingolike birds ten feet tall fastidiously spearing angry-eyed turquoise eels. They stood in awe before a fat-bellied Buddha of gleaming blue tilework, seventy feet high. A horse with a golden

  mane came prancing by, striking showers of brilliant red sparks wherever its hooves touched the ground. In a grove of lemon trees that seemed to have the power to wave their slender limbs about,

  Phillips came upon the Emperor, standing by himself and rocking gently back and forth. The old man seized Phillips by the hand and pressed something into his palm, closing his fingers tight about

  it; when he opened his fist a few moments later he found his palm full of gray irregular pearls. Gioia took them from him and cast them into the air, and they burst like exploding firecrackers,

  giving off splashes of colored light. A little later, Phillips realized that he was no longer wearing his surplice or his white silken undergown. Gioia was naked, too, and she drew him gently down

  into a carpet of moist blue moss, where they made love until dawn, fiercely at first, then slowly, languidly, dreamily. At sunrise he looked at her tenderly and saw that something was wrong.




  “Gioia?” he said doubtfully.




  She smiled. “Ah, no. Gioia is with Fenimon tonight. I am Belilala.”




  “With – Fenimon?”




  “They are old friends. She had not seen him in years.”




  “Ah. I see. And you are—?”




  “Belilala,” she said again, touching her fingertips to his cheek.




  It was not unusual, Belilala said. It happened all the time; the only unusual thing was that it had not happened to him before now. Couples formed, traveled together for a

  while, drifted apart, eventually reunited. It did not mean that Gioia had left him forever. It meant only that just now she chose to be with Fenimon. Gioia would return. In the meanwhile he would

  not be alone. “You and I met in New Chicago,” Belilala told him. “And then we saw each other again in Timbuctoo. Have you forgotten? Oh, yes, I see that you have forgotten!”

  She laughed prettily; she did not seem at all offended.




  She looked enough like Gioia to be her sister. But, then, all the citizens looked more or less alike to him. And apart from their physical resemblance, so he quickly came to realize, Belilala

  and Gioia were not really very similar. There was a calmness, a deep reservoir of serenity, in Belilala, that Gioia, eager and volatile and ever impatient, did not seem to have. Strolling the

  swarming streets of Chang-an with Belilala, he did not perceive in her any of Gioia’s restless feverish need always to know what lay beyond, and beyond, and beyond even that. When they toured

  the Hsing-ch’ing Palace, Belilala did not after five minutes begin – as Gioia surely would have done – to seek directions to the Fountain of Hsuan-tsung or the Wild Goose Pagoda.

  Curiosity did not consume Belilala as it did Gioia. Plainly she believed that there would always be enough time for her to see everything she cared to see. There were some days when Belilala chose

  not to go out at all, but was content merely to remain at their pavilion playing a solitary game with flat porcelain counters, or viewing the flowers of the garden.




  He found, oddly, that he enjoyed the respite from Gioia’s intense world-swallowing appetites; and yet he longed for her to return. Belilala – beautiful, gentle, tranquil, patient

  – was too perfect for him. She seemed unreal in her gleaming impeccability, much like one of those Sung celadon vases that appear too flawless to have been thrown and glazed by human hands.

  There was something a little soulless about her: an immaculate finish outside, emptiness within. Belilala might almost have been a temporary, he thought, though he knew she was not. He could

  explore the pavilions and palaces of Chang-an with her, he could make graceful conversation with her while they dined, he could certainly enjoy coupling with her; but he could not love her or even

  contemplate the possibility. It was hard to imagine Belilala worriedly studying herself in a mirror for wrinkles and gray hairs. Belilala would never be any older than she was at this moment; nor

  could Belilala ever have been any younger. Perfection does not move along an axis of time. But the perfection of Belilala’s glossy surface made her inner being impenetrable to him. Gioia was

  more vulnerable, more obviously flawed – her restlessness, her moodiness, her vanity, her fears – and therefore she was more accessible to his own highly imperfect twentieth-century

  sensibility.




  Occasionally he saw Gioia as he roamed the city, or thought he did. He had a glimpse of her among the miracle-vendors in the Persian Bazaar, and outside the Zoroastrian temple, and again by the

  goldfish pond in the Serpentine Park. But he was never quite sure that the woman he saw was really Gioia, and he never could get close enough to her to be certain: she had a way of vanishing as he

  approached, like some mysterious Lorelei luring him onward and onward in a hopeless chase. After a while he came to realize that he was not going to find her until she was ready to be found.




  He lost track of time. Weeks, months, years? He had no idea. In this city of exotic luxury, mystery, and magic all was in constant flux and transition and the days had a fitful, unstable

  quality. Buildings and even whole streets were torn down of an afternoon and reerected, within days, far away. Grand new pagodas sprouted like toadstools in the night. Citizens came in from Asgard,

  Alexandria, Timbuctoo, New Chicago, stayed for a time, disappeared, returned. There was a constant round of court receptions, banquets, theatrical events, each one much like the one before. The

  festivals in honor of past emperors and empresses might have given some form to the year, but they seemed to occur in a random way, the ceremony marking the death of T’ai Tsung coming around

  twice the same year, so it seemed to him, once in a season of snow and again in high summer, and the one honoring the ascension of the Empress Wu being held twice in a single season. Perhaps he had

  misunderstood something. But he knew it was no use asking anyone.




  One day Belilala said unexpectedly, “Shall we go to Mohenjo-daro?”




  “I didn’t know it was ready for visitors,” he replied.




  “Oh, yes. For quite some time now.”




  He hesitated. This had caught him unprepared. Cautiously he said, “Gioia and I were going to go there together, you know.”




  Belilala smiled amiably, as though the topic under discussion were nothing more than the choice of that evening’s restaurant.




  “Were you?” she asked.




  “It was all arranged while we were still in Alexandria. To go with you instead – I don’t know what to tell you, Belilala.” Phillips sensed that he was growing terribly

  flustered. “You know that I’d like to go. With you. But on the other hand I can’t help feeling that I shouldn’t go there until I’m back with Gioia again. If I ever

  am.” How foolish this sounds, he thought. How clumsy, how adolescent. He found that he was having trouble looking straight at her. Uneasily he said, with a kind of desperation in his voice,

  “I did promise her – there was a commitment, you understand – a firm agreement that we would go to Mohenjo-daro together—”




  “Oh, but Gioia’s already there!” said Belilala in the most casual way.




  He gaped as though she had punched him.




  “What?”




  “She was one of the first to go, after it opened. Months and months ago. You didn’t know?” she asked, sounding surprised, but not very. “You really didn’t

  know?”




  That astonished him. He felt bewildered, betrayed, furious. His cheeks grew hot, his mouth gaped. He shook his head again and again, trying to clear it of confusion. It was a moment before he

  could speak. “Already there?” he said at last. “Without waiting for me? After we had talked about going there together – after we had agreed—”




  Belilala laughed. “But how could she resist seeing the newest city? You know how impatient Gioia is!”




  “Yes. Yes.”




  He was stunned. He could barely think.




  “Just like all short-timers,” Belilala said. “She rushes here, she rushes there. She must have it all, now, now, right away, at once, instantly. You ought never expect her to

  wait for you for anything for very long: the fit seizes her, and off she goes. Surely you must know that about her by now.”




  “A short-timer?” He had not heard that term before.




  “Yes. You knew that. You must have known that.” Belilala flashed her sweetest smile. She showed no sign of comprehending his distress. With a brisk wave of her hand she said,

  “Well, then, shall we go, you and I? To Mohenjo-daro?”




  “Of course,” Phillips said bleakly.




  “When would you like to leave?”




  “Tonight,” he said. He paused a moment. “What’s a short-timer, Belilala?”




  Color came to her cheeks. “Isn’t it obvious?” she asked.




  Had there ever been a more hideous place on the face of the earth than the city of Mohenjo-daro? Phillips found it difficult to imagine one. Nor could he understand why, out of

  all the cities that had ever been, these people had chosen to restore this one to existence. More than ever they seemed alien to him, unfathomable, incomprehensible.




  From the terrace atop the many-towered citadel he peered down into grim claustrophobic Mohenjo-daro and shivered. The stark, bleak city looked like nothing so much as some prehistoric prison

  colony. In the manner of an uneasy tortoise it huddled, squat and compact, against the gray monotonous Indus River plain: miles of dark burnt-brick walls enclosing miles of terrifyingly orderly

  streets, laid out in an awesome, monstrous gridiron pattern of maniacal rigidity. The houses themselves were dismal and forbidding too, clusters of brick cells gathered about small airless

  courtyards. There were no windows, only small doors that opened not onto the main boulevards but onto the tiny mysterious lanes that ran between the buildings. Who had designed this horrifying

  metropolis? What harsh sour souls they must have had, these frightening and frightened folk, creating for themselves in the lush fertile plains of India such a Supreme Soviet of a city!




  “How lovely it is,” Belilala murmured. “How fascinating!”




  He stared at her in amazement.




  “Fascinating? Yes,” he said. “I suppose so. The same way that the smile of a cobra is fascinating.”




  “What’s a cobra?”




  “Poisonous predatory serpent,” Phillips told her. “Probably extinct. Or formerly extinct, more likely. It wouldn’t surprise me if you people had recreated a few and

  turned them loose in Mohenjo to make things livelier.”




  “You sound angry, Charles.”




  “Do I? That’s not how I feel.”




  “How do you feel, then?”




  “I don’t know,” he said after a long moment’s pause. He shrugged. “Lost, I suppose. Very far from home.”




  “Poor Charles.”




  “Standing here in this ghastly barracks of a city, listening to you tell me how beautiful it is, I’ve never felt more alone in my life.”




  “You miss Gioia very much, don’t you?”




  He gave her another startled look.




  “Gioia has nothing to do with it. She’s probably been having ecstasies over the loveliness of Mohenjo just like you. Just like all of you. I suppose I’m the only one who

  can’t find the beauty, the charm. I’m the only one who looks out there and sees only horror, and then wonders why nobody else sees it, why in fact people would set up a place like this

  for entertainment, for pleasure—”




  Her eyes were gleaming. “Oh, you are angry! You really are!”




  “Does that fascinate you, too?” he snapped. “A demonstration of genuine primitive emotion? A typical quaint twentieth-century outburst?” He paced the rampart in short

  quick anguished steps. “Ah. Ah. I think I understand it now, Belilala. Of course: I’m part of your circus, the star of the sideshow. I’m the first experiment in setting up the

  next stage of it, in fact.” Her eyes were wide. The sudden harshness and violence in his voice seemed to be alarming and exciting her at the same time. That angered him even more. Fiercely he

  went on, “Bringing whole cities back out of time was fun for a while, but it lacks a certain authenticity, eh? For some reason you couldn’t bring the inhabitants, too; you

  couldn’t just grab a few million prehistorics out of Egypt or Greece or India and dump them down in this era, I suppose because you might have too much trouble controlling them, or because

  you’d have the problem of disposing of them once you were bored with them. So you had to settle for creating temporaries to populate your ancient cities. But now you’ve got me.

  I’m something more real than a temporary, and that’s a terrific novelty for you, and novelty is the thing you people crave more than anything else: maybe the only thing you crave. And

  here I am, complicated, unpredictable, edgy, capable of anger, fear, sadness, love, and all those other formerly extinct things. Why settle for picturesque architecture when you can observe

  picturesque emotion, too? What fun I must be for all of you! And if you decide that I was really interesting, maybe you’ll ship me back where I came from and check out a few other ancient

  types – a Roman gladiator, maybe, or a Renaissance pope, or even a Neanderthal or two—”




  “Charles,” she said tenderly. “Oh, Charles, Charles, Charles, how lonely you must be, how lost, how troubled! Will you ever forgive me? Will you ever forgive us all?”




  Once more he was astounded by her. She sounded entirely sincere, altogether sympathetic. Was she? Was she, really? He was not sure he had ever had a sign of genuine caring from any of them

  before, not even Gioia. Nor could he bring himself to trust Belilala now. He was afraid of her, afraid of all of them, of their brittleness, their slyness, their elegance. He wished he could go to

  her and have her take him in her arms; but he felt too much the shaggy prehistoric just now to be able to risk asking that comfort of her.




  He turned away and began to walk around the rim of the citadel’s massive wall.




  “Charles?”




  “Let me alone for a little while,” he said.




  He walked on. His forehead throbbed and there was a pounding in his chest. All stress systems going full blast, he thought: secret glands dumping gallons of inflammatory substances into his

  bloodstream. The heat, the inner confusion, the repellent look of this place—




  Try to understand, he thought. Relax. Look about you. Try to enjoy your holiday in Mohenjo-daro.




  He leaned warily outward, over the edge of the wall. He had never seen a wall like this; it must be forty feet thick at the base, he guessed, perhaps even more, and every brick perfectly shaped,

  meticulously set. Beyond the great rampart, marshes ran almost to the edge of the city, although close by the wall the swamps had been dammed and drained for agriculture. He saw lithe brown farmers

  down there, busy with their wheat and barley and peas. Cattle and buffaloes grazed a little farther out. The air was heavy, dank, humid. All was still. From somewhere close at hand came the sound

  of a droning, whining stringed instrument and a steady insistent chanting.




  Gradually a sort of peace pervaded him. His anger subsided. He felt himself beginning to grow calm again. He looked back at the city, the rigid interlocking streets, the maze of inner lanes, the

  millions of courses of precise brickwork.




  It is a miracle, he told himself, that this city is here in this place and at this time. And it is a miracle that I am here to see it.




  Caught for a moment by the magic within the bleakness, he thought he began to understand Belilala’s awe and delight, and he wished now that he had not spoken to her so sharply. The city

  was alive. Whether it was the actual Mohenjo-daro of thousands upon thousands of years ago, ripped from the past by some wondrous hook, or simply a cunning reproduction, did not matter at all. Real

  or not, this was the true Mohenjo-daro. It had been dead, and now, for the moment, it was alive again. These people, these citizens, might be trivial, but reconstructing Mohenjo-daro was no

  trivial achievement. And that the city that had been reconstructed was oppressive and sinister-looking was unimportant. No one was compelled to live in Mohenjo-daro any more. Its time had come and

  gone, long ago; those little dark-skinned peasants and craftsmen and merchants down there were mere temporaries, mere inanimate things, conjured up like zombies to enhance the illusion. They did

  not need his pity. Nor did he need to pity himself. He knew that he should be grateful for the chance to behold these things. Someday, when this dream had ended and his hosts had returned him to

  the world of subways and computers and income tax and television networks, he would think of Mohenjo-daro as he had once beheld it, lofty walls of tightly woven dark brick under a heavy sky, and he

  would remember only its beauty.




  Glancing back, he searched for Belilala and could not for a moment find her. Then he caught sight of her carefully descending a narrow staircase that angled down the inner face of the citadel

  wall.




  “Belilala!” he called.




  She paused and looked his way, shading her eyes from the sun with her hand. “Are you all right?”




  “Where are you going?”




  “To the baths,” she said. “Do you want to come?”




  He nodded. “Yes. Wait for me, will you? I’ll be right there.” He began to run toward her along the top of the wall.




  The baths were attached to the citadel: a great open tank the size of a large swimming pool, lined with bricks set on edge in gypsum mortar and waterproofed with asphalt, and

  eight smaller tanks just north of it in a kind of covered arcade. He supposed that in ancient times the whole complex had had some ritual purpose, the large tank used by common folk and the small

  chambers set aside for the private ablutions of priests or nobles. Now the baths were maintained, it seemed, entirely for the pleasure of visiting citizens. As Phillips came up the passageway that

  led to the main bath he saw fifteen or twenty of them lolling in the water or padding languidly about, while temporaries of the dark-skinned Mohenjo-daro type served them drinks and pungent little

  morsels of spiced meat as though this were some sort of luxury resort. Which was, he realized, exactly what it was. The temporaries wore white cotton loincloths; the citizens were naked. In his

  former life he had encountered that sort of casual public nudity a few times on visits to California and the south of France, and it had made him mildly uneasy. But he was growing accustomed to it

  here.




  The changing rooms were tiny brick cubicles connected by rows of closely placed steps to the courtyard that surrounded the central tank. They entered one and Belilala swiftly slipped out of the

  loose cotton robe that she had worn since their arrival that morning. With arms folded she stood leaning against the wall, waiting for him. After a moment he dropped his own robe and followed her

  outside. He felt a little giddy, sauntering around naked in the open like this.




  On the way to the main bathing area they passed the private baths. None of them seemed to be occupied. They were elegantly constructed chambers, with finely jointed brick floors and carefully

  designed runnels to drain excess water into the passageway that led to the primary drain. Phillips was struck with admiration for the cleverness of the prehistoric engineers. He peered into this

  chamber and that to see how the conduits and ventilating ducts were arranged, and when he came to the last room in the sequence he was surprised and embarrassed to discover that it was in use. A

  brawny grinning man, big-muscled, deep-chested, with exuberantly flowing shoulder-length red hair and a flamboyant, sharply tapering beard, was thrashing about merrily with two women in the small

  tank. Phillips had a quick glimpse of a lively tangle of arms, legs, breasts, buttocks.




  “Sorry,” he muttered. His cheeks reddened. Quickly he ducked out, blurting apologies as he went. “Didn’t realize the room was occupied – no wish to

  intrude—”




  Belilala had proceeded on down the passageway. Phillips hurried after her. From behind him came peals of cheerful raucous booming laughter and high-pitched giggling and the sound of splashing

  water. Probably they had not even noticed him.




  He paused a moment, puzzled, playing back in his mind that one startling glimpse. Something was not right. Those women, he was fairly sure, were citizens: little slender elfin dark-haired

  girlish creatures, the standard model. But the man? That great curling sweep of red hair? Not a citizen. Citizens did not affect shoulder-length hair. And red? Nor had he ever seen a citizen

  so burly, so powerfully muscular. Or one with a beard. But he could hardly be a temporary, either. Phillips could conceive no reason why there would be so Anglo-Saxon-looking a temporary at

  Mohenjo-daro; and it was unthinkable for a temporary to be frolicking like that with citizens, anyway. “Charles?”




  He looked up ahead. Belilala stood at the end of the passageway, outlined in a nimbus of brilliant sunlight. “Charles?” she said again. “Did you lose your way?”




  “I’m right here behind you,” he said. “I’m coming.”




  “Who did you meet in there?”




  “A man with a beard.”




  “With a what?”




  “A beard,” he said. “Red hair growing on his face. I wonder who he is.”




  “Nobody I know,” said Belilala. “The only one I know with hair on his face is you. And yours is black, and you shave it off every day.” She laughed. “Come along,

  now! I see some friends by the pool!”




  He caught up with her, and they went hand in hand out into the courtyard. Immediately a waiter glided up to them, an obsequious little temporary with a tray of drinks. Phillips waved it away and

  headed for the pool. He felt terribly exposed: he imagined that the citizens disporting themselves here were staring intently at him, studying his hairy primitive body as though he were some

  mythical creature, a Minotaur, a werewolf, summoned up for their amusement. Belilala drifted off to talk to someone and he slipped into the water, grateful for the concealment it offered. It was

  deep, warm, comforting. With swift powerful strokes he breaststroked from one end to the other.




  A citizen perched elegantly on the pool’s rim smiled at him. “Ah, so you’ve come at last, Charles!” Char-less. Two syllables. Someone from Gioia’s set:

  Stengard, Hawk, Aramayne? He could not remember which one. They were all so much alike.




  Phillips returned the man’s smile in a halfhearted, tentative way. He searched for something to say and finally asked, “Have you been here long?”




  “Weeks. Perhaps months. What a splendid achievement this city is, eh, Charles? Such utter unity of mood – such a total statement of a uniquely single-minded

  aesthetic—”




  “Yes. Single-minded is the word,” Phillips said dryly.




  “Gioia’s word, actually. Gioia’s phrase. I was merely quoting.”




  Gioia. He felt as if he had been stabbed.




  “You’ve spoken to Gioia lately?” he said.




  “Actually, no. It was Hekna who saw her. You do remember Hekna, eh?” He nodded toward two naked women standing on the brick platform that bordered the pool, chatting, delicately

  nibbling morsels of meat. They could have been twins. “There is Hekna, with your Belilala.” Hekna, yes. So this must be Hawk, Phillips thought, unless there has been some recent shift

  of couples. “How sweet she is, your Belilala,” Hawk said. “Gioia chose very wisely when she picked her for you.”




  Another stab: a much deeper one. “Is that how it was?” he said. “Gioia picked Belilala for me?”




  “Why, of course!” Hawk seemed surprised. It went without saying, evidently. “What did you think? That Gioia would merely go off and leave you to fend for yourself?”




  “Hardly. Not Gioia.”




  “She’s very tender, very gentle, isn’t she?”




  “You mean Belilala? Yes, very,” said Phillips carefully. “A dear woman, a wonderful woman. But of course I hope to get together with Gioia again soon.” He paused.

  “They say she’s been in Mohenjo-daro almost since it opened.”




  “She was here, yes.”




  “Was?”




  “Oh, you know Gioia,” Hawk said lightly. “She’s moved along by now, naturally.”




  Phillips leaned forward. “Naturally,” he said. Tension thickened his voice. “Where has she gone this time?”




  “Timbuctoo, I think. Or New Chicago. I forget which one it was. She was telling us that she hoped to be in Timbuctoo for the closing-down party. But then Fenimon had some pressing reason

  for going to New Chicago. I can’t remember what they decided to do.” Hawk gestured sadly. “Either way, a pity that she left Mohenjo before the new visitor came. She had such a

  rewarding time with you, after all: I’m sure she’d have found much to learn from him also.”




  The unfamiliar term twanged an alarm deep in Phillips’s consciousness. “Visitor?” he said, angling his head sharply toward Hawk. “What visitor do you

  mean?”




  “You haven’t met him yet? Oh, of course, you’ve only just arrived.”




  Phillips moistened his lips. “I think I may have seen him. Long red hair? Beard like this?”




  “That’s the one! Willoughby, he’s called. He’s – what? – a Viking, a pirate, something like that. Tremendous vigor and force. Remarkable person. We should

  have many more visitors, I think. They’re far superior to temporaries, everyone agrees. Talking with a temporary is a little like talking to one’s self, wouldn’t you say? They

  give you no significant illumination. But a visitor – someone like this Willoughby – or like you, Charles – a visitor can be truly enlightening, a visitor can transform

  one’s view of reality—”




  “Excuse me,” Phillips said. A throbbing began behind his forehead. “Perhaps we can continue this conversation later, yes?” He put the flats of his hands against the hot

  brick of the platform and hoisted himself swiftly from the pool. “At dinner, maybe – or afterward – yes? All right?” He set off at a quick half-trot back toward the

  passageway that led to the private baths.




  As he entered the roofed part of the structure his throat grew dry, his breath suddenly came short. He padded quickly up the hall and peered into the little bath chamber. The

  bearded man was still there, sitting up in the tank, breast-high above the water, with one arm around each of the women. His eyes gleamed with fiery intensity in the dimness. He was grinning in

  marvelous self-satisfaction; he seemed to brim with intensity, confidence, gusto.




  Let him be what I think he is, Phillips prayed. I have been alone among these people long enough.




  “May I come in?” he asked.




  “Aye, fellow!” cried the man in the tub thunderously. “By my troth, come ye in, and bring your lass as well! God’s teeth, I wot there’s room aplenty for more folk

  in this tub than we!”




  At that great uproarious outcry Phillips felt a powerful surge of joy. What a joyous rowdy voice! How rich, how lusty, how totally uncitizenlike!




  And those oddly archaic words! God’s teeth? By my troth? What sort of talk was that? What else but the good pure sonorous Elizabethan diction! Certainly it had something of the roll

  and fervor of Shakespeare about it. And spoken with – an Irish brogue, was it? No, not quite: it was English, but English spoken in no manner Phillips had ever heard. Citizens did not speak

  that way. But a visitor might. So it was true. Relief flooded Phillips’s soul. Not alone, then! Another relic of a former age – another wanderer – a companion in chaos, a

  brother in adversity – a fellow voyager, tossed even farther than he had been by the tempests of time –




  The bearded man grinned heartily and beckoned to Phillips with a toss of his head. “Well, join us, join us, man! Tis good to see an English face again, amidst all these Moors and rogue

  Portugals! But what have ye done with thy lass? One can never have enough wenches, d’ye not agree?”




  The force and vigor of him were extraordinary: almost too much so. He roared, he bellowed, he boomed. He was so very much what he ought to be that he seemed more a character out of some old

  pirate movie than anything else, so blustering, so real, that he seemed unreal. A stage Elizabethan, larger than life, a boisterous young Falstaff without the belly.




  Hoarsely Phillips said, “Who are you?”




  “Why, Ned Willoughby’s son Francis am I, of Plymouth. Late of the service of Her Most Protestant Majesty, but most foully abducted by the powers of darkness and cast away among these

  blackamoor Hindus, or whatever they be. And thyself?”




  “Charles Phillips.” After a moment’s uncertainty he added, “I’m from New York.”




  “New York? What place is that? In faith, man, I know it not!”




  “A city in America.”




  “A city in America, forsooth! What a fine fancy that is! In America, you say, and not on the Moon, or perchance underneath the sea?” To the women Willoughby said, “D’ye

  hear him? He comes from a city in America! With the face of an Englishman, though not the manner of one, and not quite the proper sort of speech. A city in America! A city. God’s blood, what

  will I hear next?”




  Phillips trembled. Awe was beginning to take hold of him. This man had walked the streets of Shakespeare’s London, perhaps. He had clinked canisters with Marlowe or Essex or Walter

  Raleigh; he had watched the ships of the Armada wallowing in the Channel. It strained Phillips’s spirit to think of it. This strange dream in which he found himself was compounding its

  strangeness now. He felt like a weary swimmer assailed by heavy surf, winded, dazed. The hot close atmosphere of the baths was driving him toward vertigo. There could be no doubt of it any longer.

  He was not the only primitive – the only visitor – who was wandering loose in this fiftieth century. They were conducting other experiments as well. He gripped the sides of the door to

  steady himself and said, “When you speak of Her Most Protestant Majesty, it’s Elizabeth the First you mean, is that not so?”




  “Elizabeth, aye! As to the First, that is true enough, but why trouble to name her thus? There is but one. First and Last, I do trow, and God save her, there is no other!”




  Phillips studied the other man warily. He knew that he must proceed with care. A misstep at this point and he would forfeit any chance that Willoughby would take him seriously. How much

  metaphysical bewilderment, after all, could this man absorb? What did he know, what had anyone of his time known, of past and present and future and the notion that one might somehow move from one

  to the other as readily as one would go from Surrey to Kent? That was a twentieth-century idea, late nineteenth at best, a fantastical speculation that very likely no one had even considered before

  Wells had sent his time traveler off to stare at the reddened sun of the earth’s last twilight. Willoughby’s world was a world of Protestants and Catholics, of kings and queens, of tiny

  sailing vessels, of swords at the hip and oxcarts on the road: that world seemed to Phillips far more alien and distant than was this world of citizens and temporaries. The risk that Willoughby

  would not begin to understand him was great. But this man and he were natural allies against a world they had never made. Phillips chose to take the risk.




  “Elizabeth the First is the queen you serve,” he said. “There will be another of her name in England, in due time. Has already been, in fact.”




  Willoughby shook his head like a puzzled lion. “Another Elizabeth, d’ye say?”




  “A second one, and not much like the first. Long after your Virgin Queen, this one. She will reign in what you think of as the days to come. That I know without doubt.”




  The Englishman peered at him and frowned. “You see the future? Are you a soothsayer, then? A necromancer, mayhap? Or one of the very demons that brought me to this place?”




  “Not at all,” Phillips said gently. “Only a lost soul, like yourself.” He stepped into the little room and crouched by the side of the tank. The two citizen-women were

  staring at him in bland fascination. He ignored them. To Willoughby he said, “Do you have any idea where you are?”




  The Englishman had guessed, rightly enough, that he was in India: “I do believe these little brown Moorish folk are of the Hindu sort,” he said. But that was as far

  as his comprehension of what had befallen him could go.




  It had not occurred to him that he was no longer living in the sixteenth century. And of course he did not begin to suspect that this strange and somber brick city in which he found himself was

  a wanderer out of an era even more remote than his own. Was there any way, Phillips wondered, of explaining that to him?




  He had been here only three days. He thought it was devils that had carried him off. “While I slept did they come for me,” he said. “Mephistophilis Sathanas his henchmen seized

  me – God alone can say why – and swept me in a moment out to this torrid realm from England, where I had reposed among friends and family. For I was between one voyage and the next, you

  must understand, awaiting Drake and his ship – you know Drake, the glorious Francis? God’s blood, there’s a mariner for ye! We were to go to the Main again, he and I, but instead

  here I be in this other place—” Willoughby leaned close and said, “I ask you, soothsayer, how can it be, that a man go to sleep in Plymouth and wake up in India? It is passing

  strange, is it not?”




  “That it is,” Phillips said.




  “But he that is in the dance must needs dance on, though he do but hop, eh? So do I believe.” He gestured toward the two citizen-women. “And therefore to console myself in this

  pagan land I have found me some sport among these little Portugal women—”




  “Portugal?” said Phillips.




  “Why, what else can they be, but Portugals? Is it not the Portugals who control all these coasts of India? See, the people are of two sorts here, the blackamoors and the others, the

  fair-skinned ones, the lords and masters who lie here in these baths. If they be not Hindus, and I think they are not, then Portugals is what they must be.” He laughed and pulled the women

  against himself and rubbed his hands over their breasts as though they were fruits on a vine. “Is that not what you are, you little naked shameless Papist wenches? A pair of Portugals,

  eh?”




  They giggled, but did not answer.




  “No,” Phillips said. “This is India, but not the India you think you know. And these women are not Portuguese.”




  “Not Portuguese?” Willoughby said, baffled.




  “No more so than you. I’m quite certain of that.”




  Willoughby stroked his beard. “I do admit I found them very odd, for Portugals. I have heard not a syllable of their Portugee speech on their lips. And it is strange also that they run

  naked as Adam and Eve in these baths, and allow me free plunder of their women, which is not the way of Portugals at home, God wot. But I thought me, this is India, they choose to live in another

  fashion here—”




  “No,” Phillips said. “I tell you, these are not Portuguese, nor any other people of Europe who are known to you.”




  “Prithee, who are they, then?”




  Do it delicately, now, Phillips warned himself. Delicately.




  He said, “It is not far wrong to think of them as spirits of some kind – demons, even. Or sorcerers who have magicked us out of our proper places in the world.” He paused,

  groping for some means to share with Willoughby, in a way that Willoughby might grasp, this mystery that had enfolded them. He drew a deep breath. “They’ve taken us not only across the

  sea,” he said, “but across the years as well. We have both been hauled, you and I, far into the days that are to come.”




  Willoughby gave him a look of blank bewilderment.




  “Days that are to come? Times yet unborn, d’ye mean? Why, I comprehend none of that!”




  “Try to understand. We’re both castaways in the same boat, man! But there’s no way we can help each other if I can’t make you see—”




  Shaking his head, Willoughby muttered, “In faith, good friend, I find your words the merest folly. Today is today, and tomorrow is tomorrow, and how can a man step from one to

  t’other until tomorrow be turned into today?”




  “I have no idea,” said Phillips. Struggle was apparent on Willoughby’s face; but plainly he could perceive no more than the haziest outline of what Phillips was driving at, if

  that much. “But this I know,” he went on. “That your world and all that was in it is dead and gone. And so is mine, though I was born four hundred years after you, in the time of

  the second Elizabeth.”




  Willoughby snorted scornfully. “Four hundred—”




  “You must believe me!”




  “Nay! Nay!”




  “It’s the truth. Your time is only history to me. And mine and yours are history to them – ancient history. They call us visitors, but what we are is captives.”

  Phillips felt himself quivering in the intensity of his effort. He was aware how insane this must sound to Willoughby. It was beginning to sound insane to him. “They’ve stolen us out of

  our proper times – seizing us like gypsies in the night—”




  “Fie, man! You rave with lunacy!”




  Phillips shook his head. He reached out and seized Willoughby tightly by the wrist. “I beg you, listen to me!” The citizen-women were watching closely, whispering to one another

  behind their hands, laughing. “Ask them!” Phillips cried. “Make them tell you what century this is! The sixteenth, do you think? Ask them!”




  “What century could it be, but the sixteenth of our Lord?”




  “They will tell you it is the fiftieth.”




  Willoughby looked at him pityingly. “Man, man, what a sorry thing thou art! The fiftieth, indeed!” He laughed. “Fellow, listen to me, now. There is but one Elizabeth, safe upon

  her throne in Westminster. This is India. The year is Anno 1591. Come, let us you and I steal a ship from these Portugals, and make our way back to England, and peradventure you may get from there

  to your America—”




  “There is no England.”




  “Ah, can you say that and not be mad?”




  “The cities and nations we knew are gone. These people live like magicians, Francis.” There was no use holding anything back now, Phillips thought leadenly. He knew that he had lost.

  “They conjure up places of long ago, and build them here and there to suit their fancy, and when they are bored with them they destroy them, and start anew. There is no England. Europe is

  empty, featureless, void. Do you know what cities there are? There are only five in all the world. There is Alexandria of Egypt. There is Timbuctoo in Africa. There is New Chicago in America. There

  is a great city in China – in Cathay, I suppose you would say. And there is this place, which they call Mohenjo-daro, and which is far more ancient than Greece, than Rome, than

  Babylon.”




  Quietly Willoughby said, “Nay. This is mere absurdity. You say we are in some far tomorrow, and then you tell me we are dwelling in some city of long ago.”




  “A conjuration, only,” Phillips said in desperation. “A likeness of that city. Which these folk have fashioned somehow for their own amusement. Just as we are here, you and I:

  to amuse them. Only to amuse them.”




  “You are completely mad.”




  “Come with me, then. Talk with the citizens by the great pool. Ask them what year this is; ask them about England; ask them how you come to be here.” Once again Phillips grasped

  Willoughby’s wrist. “We should be allies. If we work together, perhaps we can discover some way to get ourselves out of this place, and—”




  “Let me be, fellow.”




  “Please—”




  “Let me be!” roared Willoughby, and pulled his arm free. His eyes were stark with rage. Rising in the tank, he looked about furiously as though searching for a weapon. The

  citizen-women shrank back away from him, though at the same time they seemed captivated by the big man’s fierce outburst. “Go to, get you to Bedlam! Let me be, madman! Let me

  be!”




  Dismally Phillips roamed the dusty unpaved streets of Mohenjo-daro alone for hours. His failure with Willoughby had left him bleak-spirited and somber: he had hoped to stand

  back to back with the Elizabethan against the citizens, but he saw now that that was not to be. He had bungled things; or, more likely, it had been impossible ever to bring Willoughby to see the

  truth of their predicament.




  In the stifling heat he went at random through the confusing congested lanes of flat-roofed windowless houses and blank featureless walls until he emerged into a broad marketplace. The life of

  the city swirled madly around him: the pseudo-life, rather, the intricate interactions of the thousands of temporaries who were nothing more than wind-up dolls set in motion to provide the illusion

  that pre-Vedic India was still a going concern. Here vendors sold beautiful little carved stone seals portraying tigers and monkeys and strange humped cattle, and women bargained vociferously with

  craftsmen for ornaments of ivory, gold, copper, and bronze. Weary-looking women squatted behind immense mounds of newly made pottery, pinkish red with black designs. No one paid any attention to

  him. He was the outsider here, neither citizen nor temporary. They belonged.




  He went on, passing the huge granaries where workmen ceaselessly unloaded carts of wheat and others pounded grain on great circular brick platforms. He drifted into a public restaurant thronging

  with joyless silent people standing elbow to elbow at small brick counters, and was given a flat round piece of bread, a sort of tortilla or chapatti, in which was stuffed some spiced mincemeat

  that stung his lips like fire. Then he moved onward down a wide shallow timbered staircase into the lower part of the city, where the peasantry lived in cell-like rooms packed together as though in

  hives.




  It was an oppressive city, but not a squalid one. The intensity of the concern with sanitation amazed him: wells and fountains and public privies everywhere, and brick drains running from each

  building, leading to covered cesspools. There was none of the open sewage and pestilent gutters that he knew still could be found in the India of his own time. He wondered whether ancient

  Mohenjo-daro had in truth been so fastidious. Perhaps the citizens had redesigned the city to suit their own ideals of cleanliness. No: most likely what he saw was authentic, he decided, a function

  of the same obsessive discipline that had given the city its rigidity of form. If Mohenjo-daro had been a verminous filthy hole, the citizens probably would have re-created it in just that way, and

  loved it for its fascinating reeking filth. Not that he had ever noticed an excessive concern with authenticity on the part of the citizens; and Mohenjo-daro, like all the other restored cities he

  had visited, was full of the usual casual anachronisms. Phillips saw images of Shiva and Krishna here and there on the walls of buildings he took to be temples, and the benign face of the

  mother-goddess Kali loomed in the plazas. Surely those deities had arisen in India long after the collapse of the Mohenjo-daro civilization. Were the citizens indifferent to such matters of

  chronology? Or did they take a certain naughty pleasure in mixing the eras – a mosque and a church in Greek Alexandria, Hindu gods in prehistoric Mohenjo-daro? Perhaps their records of the

  past had become contaminated with errors over the thousands of years. He would not have been surprised to see banners bearing portraits of Gandhi and Nehru being carried in procession through the

  streets. And there were phantasms and chimeras at large here again, too, as if the citizens were untroubled by the boundary between history and myth: little fat elephant-headed Ganeshas blithely

  plunging their trunks into water fountains, a six-armed three-headed woman sunning herself on a brick terrace. Why not? Surely that was the motto of these people: Why not, why not, why not?

  They could do as they pleased, and they did. Yet Gioia had said to him, long ago, “Limits are very important.” In what, Phillips wondered, did they limit themselves, other than the

  number of their cities? Was there a quota, perhaps, on the number of “visitors” they allowed themselves to kidnap from the past? Until today he had thought he was the only one; now he

  knew there was at least one other; possibly there were more elsewhere, a step or two ahead or behind him, making the circuit with the citizens who traveled endlessly from New Chicago to Chang-an to

  Alexandria. We should join forces, he thought, and compel them to send us back to our rightful eras. Compel? How? File a class-action suit, maybe? Demonstrate in the streets? Sadly he

  thought of his failure to make common cause with Willoughby. We are natural allies, he thought. Together perhaps we might have won some compassion from these people. But to Willoughby it must be

  literally unthinkable that Good Queen Bess and her subjects were sealed away on the far side of a barrier hundreds of centuries thick. He would prefer to believe that England was just a few

  months’ voyage away around the Cape of Good Hope, and that all he need do was commandeer a ship and set sail for home. Poor Willoughby: probably he would never see his home again.




  The thought came to Phillips suddenly:




  Neither will you.




  And then, after it:




  If you could go home, would you really want to?




  One of the first things he had realized here was that he knew almost nothing substantial about his former existence. His mind was well stocked with details on life in twentieth-century New York,

  to be sure; but of himself he could say not much more than that he was Charles Phillips and had come from 1984. Profession? Age? Parents’ names? Did he have a wife? Children? A cat, a dog,

  hobbies? No data: none. Possibly the citizens had stripped such things from him when they brought him here, to spare him from the pain of separation. They might be capable of that kindness. Knowing

  so little of what he had lost, could he truly say that he yearned for it? Willoughby seemed to remember much more of his former life, somehow, and longed for it all the more intensely. He was

  spared that. Why not stay here, and go on and on from city to city, sightseeing all of time past as the citizens conjured it back into being? Why not? Why not? The chances were that he had no

  choice about it, anyway.




  He made his way back up toward the citadel and to the baths once more. He felt a little like a ghost, haunting a city of ghosts.




  Belilala seemed unaware that he had been gone for most of the day. She sat by herself on the terrace of the baths, placidly sipping some thick milky beverage that had been sprinkled with a dark

  spice. He shook his head when she offered him some.




  “Do you remember I mentioned that I saw a man with red hair and a beard this morning?” Phillips said. “He’s a visitor. Hawk told me that.”




  “Is he?” Belilala asked.




  “From a time about four hundred years before mine. I talked with him. He thinks he was brought here by demons.” Phillips gave her a searching look. “I’m a visitor, too,

  isn’t that so?”




  “Of course, love.”




  “And how was I brought here? By demons also?”




  Belilala smiled indifferently. “You’d have to ask someone else. Hawk, perhaps. I haven’t looked into these things very deeply.”




  “I see. Are there many visitors here, do you know?”




  A languid shrug. “Not many, no, not really. I’ve only heard of three or four besides you. There may be others by now, I suppose.” She rested her hand lightly on his. “Are

  you having a good time in Mohenjo, Charles?”




  He let her question pass as though he had not heard it.




  “I asked Hawk about Gioia,” he said.




  “Oh?”




  “He told me that she’s no longer here, that she’s gone on to Timbuctoo or New Chicago, he wasn’t sure which.”




  “That’s quite likely. As everybody knows, Gioia rarely stays in the same place very long.”




  Phillips nodded. “You said the other day that Gioia is a short-timer. That means she’s going to grow old and die, doesn’t it?”




  “I thought you understood that, Charles.”




  “Whereas you will not age? Nor Hawk, nor Stengard, nor any of the rest of your set?”




  “We will live as long as we wish,” she said. “But we will not age, no.”




  “What makes a person a short-timer?”




  “They’re born that way, I think. Some missing gene, some extra gene – I don’t actually know. It’s extremely uncommon. Nothing can be done to help them. It’s

  very slow, the aging. But it can’t be halted.”




  Phillips nodded. “That must be very disagreeable,” he said. “To find yourself one of the few people growing old in a world where everyone stays young. No wonder Gioia is so

  impatient. No wonder she runs around from place to place. No wonder she attached herself so quickly to the barbaric hairy visitor from the twentieth century, who comes from a time when

  everybody was a short-timer. She and I have something in common, wouldn’t you say?”




  “In a manner of speaking, yes.”




  “We understand aging. We understand death. Tell me: is Gioia likely to die very soon, Belilala?”




  “Soon? Soon?” She gave him a wide-eyed childlike stare. “What is soon? How can I say? What you think of as soon and what I think of as soon are not the same things,

  Charles.” Then her manner changed: she seemed to be hearing what he was saying for the first time. Softly she said, “No, no, Charles. I don’t think she will die very

  soon.”




  “When she left me in Chang-an, was it because she had become bored with me?”




  Belilala shook her head. “She was simply restless. It had nothing to do with you. She was never bored with you.”




  “Then I’m going to go looking for her. Wherever she may be, Timbuctoo, New Chicago, I’ll find her. Gioia and I belong together.”




  “Perhaps you do,” said Belilala. “Yes. Yes, I think you really do.” She sounded altogether unperturbed, unrejected, unbereft. “By all means, Charles. Go to her.

  Follow her. Find her. Whatever she may be.”




  They had already begun dismantling Timbuctoo when Phillips got there. While he was still high overhead, his flitterflitter hovering above the dusty tawny plain where the River

  Niger met the sands of the Sahara, a surge of keen excitement rose in him as he looked down at the square gray flat-roofed mud brick buildings of the great desert capital. But when he landed he

  found gleaming metal-skinned robots swarming everywhere, a horde of them scuttling about like giant shining insects, pulling the place apart.




  He had not known about the robots before. So that was how all these miracles were carried out, Phillips realized: an army of obliging machines. He imagined them bustling up out of the earth

  whenever their services were needed, emerging from some sterile subterranean storehouse to put together Venice or Thebes or Knossos or Houston or whatever place was required, down to the finest

  detail, and then at some later time returning to undo everything that they had fashioned. He watched them now, diligently pulling down the adobe walls, demolishing the heavy metal-studded gates,

  bulldozing the amazing labyrinth of alleyways and thoroughfares, sweeping away the market. On his last visit to Timbuctoo that market had been crowded with a horde of veiled Tuaregs and swaggering

  Moors, black Sudanese, shrewd-faced Syrian traders, all of them busily dickering for camels, horses, donkeys, slabs of salt, huge green melons, silver bracelets, splendid vellum Korans. They were

  all gone now, that picturesque crowd of swarthy temporaries. Nor were there any citizens to be seen. The dust of destruction choked the air. One of the robots came up to Phillips and said in a dry

  crackling insect-voice, “You ought not to be here. This city is closed.”




  He stared at the flashing, buzzing band of scanners and sensors across the creature’s glittering tapered snout. “I’m trying to find someone, a citizen who may have been here

  recently. Her name is—”




  “This city is closed,” the robot repeated inexorably.




  They would not let him stay as much as an hour. There is no food here, the robot said, no water, no shelter. This is not a place any longer. You may not stay. You may not stay. You may not

  stay.




  This is not a place any longer.




  Perhaps he could find her in New Chicago, then. He took to the air again, soaring northward and westward over the vast emptiness. The land below him curved away into the hazy horizon, bare,

  sterile. What had they done with the vestiges of the world that had gone before? Had they turned their gleaming metal beetles loose to clean everything away? Were there no ruins of genuine

  antiquity anywhere? No scrap of Rome, no shard of Jerusalem, no stump of Fifth Avenue? It was all so barren down there: an empty stage, waiting for its next set to be built. He flew on a great arc

  across the jutting hump of Africa and on into what he supposed was southern Europe: the little vehicle did all the work, leaving him to doze or stare as he wished. Now and again he saw another

  flitterflitter pass by, far away, a dark distant winged teardrop outlined against the hard clarity of the sky. He wished there was some way of making radio contact with them, but he had no idea how

  to go about it. Not that he had anything he wanted to say; he wanted only to hear a human voice. He was utterly isolated. He might just as well have been the last living man on Earth. He closed his

  eyes and thought of Gioia.




  “Like this?” Phillips asked. In an ivory-paneled oval room sixty stories above the softly glowing streets of New Chicago he touched a small cool plastic canister to

  his upper lip and pressed the stud at its base. He heard a foaming sound; and then blue vapor rose to his nostrils.




  “Yes,” Cantilena said. “That’s right.”




  He detected a faint aroma of cinnamon, cloves, and something that might almost have been broiled lobster. Then a spasm of dizziness hit him and visions rushed through his head: Gothic

  cathedrals, the Pyramids, Central Park under fresh snow, the harsh brick warrens of Mohenjo-daro, and fifty thousand other places all at once, a wild roller-coaster ride through space and time. It

  seemed to go on for centuries. But finally his head cleared and he looked about, blinking, realizing that the whole thing had taken only a moment. Cantilena still stood at his elbow. The other

  citizens in the room – fifteen, twenty of them – had scarcely moved. The strange little man with the celadon skin over by the far wall continued to stare at him.




  “Well?” Cantilena asked. “What did you think?”




  “Incredible.”




  “And very authentic. It’s an actual New Chicagoan drug. The exact formula. Would you like another?”




  “Not just yet,” Phillips said uneasily. He swayed and had to struggle for his balance. Sniffing that stuff might not have been such a wise idea, he thought.




  He had been in New Chicago a week, or perhaps it was two, and he was still suffering from the peculiar disorientation that that city always aroused in him. This was the fourth time that he had

  come here, and it had been the same every time. New Chicago was the only one of the reconstructed cities of this world that in its original incarnation had existed after his own era. To him

  it was an outpost of the incomprehensible future; to the citizens it was a quaint simulacrum of the archaeological past. That paradox left him aswirl with impossible confusions and tensions.




  What had happened to old Chicago was of course impossible for him to discover. Vanished without a trace, that was clear: no Water Tower, no Marina City, no Hancock Center, no Tribune

  building, not a fragment, not an atom. But it was hopeless to ask any of the million-plus inhabitants of New Chicago about their city’s predecessor. They were only temporaries; they knew no

  more than they had to know, and all that they had to know was how to go through the motions of whatever it was that they did by way of creating the illusion that this was a real city. They had no

  need of knowing ancient history.




  Nor was he likely to find out anything from a citizen, of course. Citizens did not seem to bother much about scholarly matters. Phillips had no reason to think that the world was anything other

  than an amusement park to them. Somewhere, certainly, there had to be those who specialized in the serious study of the lost civilizations of the past – for how, otherwise, would these

  uncanny reconstructed cities be brought into being? “The planners,” he had once heard Nissandra or Aramayne say, “are already deep into their Byzantium research.” But who

  were the planners? He had no idea. For all he knew, they were the robots. Perhaps the robots were the real masters of this whole era, who created the cities not primarily for the sake of amusing

  the citizens but in their own diligent attempt to comprehend the life of the world that had passed away. A wild speculation, yes; but not without some plausibility, he thought.




  He felt oppressed by the party gaiety all about him. “I need some air,” he said to Cantilena, and headed toward the window. It was the merest crescent, but a breeze came through. He

  looked out at the strange city below.




  New Chicago had nothing in common with the old one but its name. They had built it, at least, along the western shore of a large inland lake that might even be Lake Michigan, although when he

  had flown over it had seemed broader and less elongated than the lake he remembered. The city itself was a lacy fantasy of slender pastel-hued buildings rising at odd angles and linked by a webwork

  of gently undulating aerial bridges. The streets were long parentheses that touched the lake at their northern and southern ends and arched gracefully westward in the middle. Between each of the

  great boulevards ran a track for public transportation – sleek aquamarine bubble-vehicles gliding on soundless wheels – and flanking each of the tracks were lush strips of park. It was

  beautiful, astonishingly so, but insubstantial. The whole thing seemed to have been contrived from sunbeams and silk.




  A soft voice beside him said, “Are you becoming ill?”




  Phillips glanced around. The celadon man stood beside him: a compact, precise person, vaguely Oriental in appearance. His skin was of a curious gray-green hue like no skin Phillips had ever

  seen, and it was extraordinarily smooth in texture, as though he were made of fine porcelain.




  He shook his head. “Just a little queasy,” he said. “This city always scrambles me.”




  “I suppose it can be disconcerting,” the little man replied. His tone was furry and veiled, the inflection strange. There was something feline about him. He seemed sinewy,

  unyielding, almost menacing. “Visitor, are you?”




  Phillips studied him a moment. “Yes,” he said.




  “So am I, of course.”




  “Are you?”




  “Indeed.” The little man smiled. “What’s your locus? Twentieth century? Twenty-first at the latest, I’d say.”




  “I’m from 1984. A.D. 1984.”




  Another smile, a self-satisfied one. “Not a bad guess, then.” A brisk tilt of the head. “Y’ang-Yeovil.”




  “Pardon me?” Phillips said.




  “Y’ang-Yeovil. It is my name. Formerly Colonel Y’ang-Yeovil of the Third Septentriad.”




  “Is that on some other planet?” asked Phillips, feeling a bit dazed.




  “Oh, no, not at all,” Y’ang-Yeovil said pleasantly. “This very world, I assure you. I am quite of human origin. Citizen of the Republic of Upper Han, native of the city

  of Port Ssu. And you – forgive me – your name—?”




  “I’m sorry. Phillips. Charles Phillips. From New York City, once upon a time.”




  “Ah, New York!” Y’ang-Yeovil’s face lit with a glimmer of recognition that quickly faded. “New York – New York – it was very famous, that I

  know—”




  This is very strange, Phillips thought. He felt greater compassion for poor bewildered Francis Willoughby now. This man comes from a time so far beyond my own that he barely knows of New York

  – he must be a contemporary of the real New Chicago, in fact; I wonder whether he finds this version authentic – and yet to the citizens this Y’ang-Yeovil too is just a primitive,

  a curio out of antiquity—




  “New York was the largest city of the United States of America,” Phillips said.




  “Of course. Yes. Very famous.”




  “But virtually forgotten by the time the Republic of Upper Han came into existence, I gather.”




  Y’ang-Yeovil said, looking uncomfortable, “There were disturbances between your time and mine. But by no means should you take from my words the impression that your city

  was—”




  Sudden laughter resounded across the room. Five or six newcomers had arrived at the party. Phillips stared, gasped, gaped. Surely that was Stengard – and Aramayne beside him – and

  that other woman, half hidden behind them—




  “If you’ll pardon me a moment—” Phillips said, turning abruptly away from Y’ang-Yeovil. “Please excuse me. Someone just coming in – a person I’ve

  been trying to find ever since—”




  He hurried toward her.




  “Gioia?” he called. “Gioia, it’s me! Wait! Wait!”




  Stengard was in the way. Aramayne, turning to take a handful of the little vapor-sniffers from Cantilena, blocked him also. Phillips pushed through them as though they were not there. Gioia,

  halfway out the door, halted and looked toward him like a frightened deer.




  “Don’t go,” he said. He took her hand in his. He was startled by her appearance. How long had it been since their strange parting on that night of mysteries in Chang-an? A

  year? A year and a half? So he believed. Or had he lost all track of time? Were his perceptions of the passing of the months in this world that unreliable? She seemed at least ten or fifteen years

  older. Maybe she really was; maybe the years had been passing for him here as in a dream, and he had never known it. She looked strained, faded, worn. Out of a thinner and strangely altered face

  her eyes blazed at him almost defiantly, as though saying, See? See how ugly I have become?




  He said, “I’ve been hunting for you for – I don’t know how long it’s been, Gioia. In Mohenjo, in Timbuctoo, now here. I want to be with you again.”




  “It isn’t possible.”




  “Belilala explained everything to me in Mohenjo. I know that you’re a short-timer – I know what that means, Gioia. But what of it? So you’re beginning to age a little. So

  what? So you’ll only have three or four hundred years, instead of forever. Don’t you think I know what it means to be a short-timer? I’m just a simple ancient man of the twentieth

  century, remember? Sixty, seventy, eighty years is all we would get. You and I suffer from the same malady, Gioia. That’s what drew you to me in the first place. I’m certain of that.

  That’s why we belong with each other now. However much time we have, we can spend the rest of it together, don’t you see?”




  “You’re the one who doesn’t see, Charles,” she said softly.




  “Maybe. Maybe I still don’t understand a damned thing about this place. Except that you and I – that I love you – that I think you love me—”




  “I love you, yes. But you don’t understand. It’s precisely because I love you that you and I – you and I can’t—”




  With a despairing sigh she slid her hand free of his grasp. He reached for her again, but she shook him off and backed up quickly into the corridor.




  “Gioia?”




  “Please,” she said. “No. I would never have come here if I knew you were here. Don’t come after me. Please. Please.”




  She turned and fled.




  He stood looking after her for a long moment. Cantilena and Aramayne appeared, and smiled at him as if nothing at all had happened. Cantilena offered him a vial of some sparkling amber fluid. He

  refused with a brusque gesture. Where do I go now, he wondered? What do I do? He wandered back into the party.




  Y’ang-Yeovil glided to his side. “You are in great distress,” the little man murmured.




  Phillips glared. “Let me be.”




  “Perhaps I could be of some help.”




  “There’s no help possible,” said Phillips. He swung about and plucked one of the vials from a tray and gulped its contents. It made him feel as if there were two of him,

  standing on either side of Y’ang-Yeovil. He gulped another. Now there were four of him. “I’m in love with a citizen,” he blurted. It seemed to him that he was speaking in

  chorus.




  “Love. Ah. And does she love you?”




  “So I thought. So I think. But she’s a short-timer. Do you know what that means? She’s not immortal like the others. She ages. She’s beginning to look old. And so

  she’s been running away from me. She doesn’t want me to see her changing. She thinks it’ll disgust me, I suppose. I tried to remind her just now that I’m not immortal

  either, that she and I could grow old together, but she—”




  “Oh, no,” Y’ang-Yeovil said quietly. “Why do you think you will age? Have you grown any older in all the time that you’ve been here?”




  Phillips was nonplussed. “Of course I have. I – I—”




  “Have you?” Y’ang-Yeovil smiled. “Here. Look at yourself.” He did something intricate with his fingers and a shimmering zone of mirrorlike light appeared between

  them.




  Phillips stared at his reflection. A youthful face stared back at him. It was true, then. He had simply not thought about it. How many years had he spent in this world? The time had simply

  slipped by: a great deal of time, though he could not calculate how much. They did not seem to keep close count of it here, nor had he. But it must have been many years, he thought. All that

  endless travel up and down the globe – so many cities had come and gone – Rio, Rome, Asgard, those were the first three that came to mind – and there were others; he could hardly

  remember every one. Years. His face had not changed at all. Time had worked its harshness on Gioia, yes, but not on him.




  “I don’t understand,” he said. “Why am I not aging?”




  “Because you are not real,” said Y’ang-Yeovil. “Are you unaware of that?”




  Phillips blinked. “Not – real?”




  “Did you think you were lifted bodily out of your own time?” the little man asked. “Ah, no, no, there is no way for them to do such a thing. We are not actual time travelers:

  not you, not I, not any of the visitors. I thought you were aware of that. But perhaps your era is too early for a proper understanding of these things. We are very cleverly done, my friend. We are

  ingenious constructs, marvelously stuffed with the thoughts and attitudes and events of our own times. We are their finest achievement, you know: far more complex even than one of these cities. We

  are a step beyond the temporaries – more than a step, a great deal more. They do only what they are instructed to do, and their range is very narrow. They are nothing but machines, really.

  Whereas we are autonomous. We move about by our own will; we think, we talk, we even, so it seems, fall in love. But we will not age. How could we age? We are not real. We are mere artificial

  webworks of mental responses. We are mere illusions, done so well that we deceive even ourselves. You did not know that? Indeed, you did not know?”




  He was airborne, touching destination buttons at random. Somehow he found himself heading back toward Timbuctoo. This city is closed. This is not a place any longer. It

  did not matter to him. Why should anything matter?




  Fury and a choking sense of despair rose within him. I am software, Phillips thought. I am nothing but software.




  Not real. Very cleverly done. An ingenious construct. A mere illusion.




  No trace of Timbuctoo was visible from the air. He landed anyway. The gray sandy earth was smooth, unturned, as though there had never been anything there. A few robots were still about,

  handling whatever final chores were required in the shutting-down of a city. Two of them scuttled up to him. Huge bland gleaming silver-skinned insects, not friendly.




  “There is no city here,” they said. “This is not a permissible place.”




  “Permissible by whom?”




  “There is no reason for you to be here.”




  “There’s no reason for me to be anywhere,” Phillips said. The robots stirred, made uneasy humming sounds and ominous clicks, waved their antennae about. They seemed troubled,

  he thought. They seem to dislike my attitude. Perhaps I run some risk of being taken off to the home for unruly software for debugging. “I’m leaving now,” he told them.

  “Thank you. Thank you very much.” He backed away from them and climbed into his flitterflitter. He touched more destination buttons.




  We move about by our own will. We think, we talk, we even fall in love.




  He landed in Chang-an. This time there was no reception committee waiting for him at the Gate of Brilliant Virtue. The city seemed larger and more resplendent: new pagodas, new palaces. It felt

  like winter: a chilly cutting wind was blowing. The sky was cloudless and dazzlingly bright. At the steps of the Silver Terrace he encountered Francis Willoughby, a great hulking figure in

  magnificent brocaded robes, with two dainty little temporaries, pretty as jade statuettes, engulfed in his arms. “Miracles and wonders! The silly lunatic fellow is here, too!”

  Willoughby roared. “Look, look, we are come to far Cathay, you and I!”




  We are nowhere, Phillips thought. We are mere illusions, done so well that we deceive even ourselves.




  To Willoughby he said, “You look like an emperor in those robes, Francis.”




  “Aye, like Prester John!” Willoughby cried. “Like Tamburlaine himself! Aye, am I not majestic?” He slapped Phillips gaily on the shoulder, a rough playful poke that spun

  him halfway about, coughing and wheezing. “We flew in the air, as the eagles do, as the demons do, as the angels do! Soared like angels! Like angels!” He came close, looming over

  Phillips. “I would have gone to England, but the wench Belilala said there was an enchantment on me that would keep me from England just now; and so we voyaged to Cathay. Tell me this,

  fellow, will you go witness for me when we see England again? Swear that all that has befallen us did in truth befall? For I fear they will say I am as mad as Marco Polo, when I tell them of flying

  to Cathay.”




  “One madman backing another?” Phillips asked. “What can I tell you? You still think you’ll reach England, do you?” Rage rose to the surface in him, bubbling hot.

  “Ah, Francis, Francis, do you know your Shakespeare? Did you go to the plays? We aren’t real. We aren’t real. We are such stuff as dreams are made on, the two of us.

  That’s all we are. O brave new world! What England? Where? There’s no England. There’s no Francis Willoughby. There’s no Charles Phillips. What we are is—”




  “Let him be, Charles,” a cool voice cut in.




  He turned. Belilala, in the robes of an empress, coming down the steps of the Silver Terrace.




  “I know the truth,” he said bitterly. “Y’ang-Yeovil told me. The visitor from the twenty-fifth century. I saw him in New Chicago.”




  “Did you see Gioia there, too?” Belilala asked.




  “Briefly. She looks much older.”




  “Yes. I know. She was here recently.”




  “And has gone on, I suppose?”




  “To Mohenjo again, yes. Go after her, Charles. Leave poor Francis alone. I told her to wait for you. I told her that she needs you, and you need her.”




  “Very kind of you. But what good is it, Belilala? I don’t even exist. And she’s going to die.”




  “You exist. How can you doubt that you exist? You feel, don’t you? You suffer. You love. You love Gioia: is that not so? And you are loved by Gioia. Would Gioia love what is not

  real?”




  “You think she loves me?”




  “I know she does. Go to her, Charles. Go. I told her to wait for you in Mohenjo.”




  Phillips nodded numbly. What was there to lose?




  “Go to her,” said Belilala again. “Now.”




  “Yes,” Phillips said. “I’ll go now.” He turned to Willoughby. “If ever we meet in London, friend, I’ll testify for you. Fear nothing. All will be well,

  Francis.”




  He left them and set his course for Mohenjo-daro, half expecting to find the robots already tearing it down. Mohenjo-daro was still there, no lovelier than before. He went to the baths, thinking

  he might find Gioia there. She was not; but he came upon Nissandra, Stengard, Fenimon.




  “She has gone to Alexandria,” Fenimon told him. “She wants to see it one last time, before they close it.”




  “They’re almost ready to open Constantinople,” Stengard explained. “The capital of Byzantium, you know, the great city by the Golden Horn. They’ll take Alexandria

  away, you understand, when Byzantium opens. They say it’s going to be marvelous. We’ll see you there for the opening, naturally?”




  “Naturally,” Phillips said.




  He flew to Alexandria. He felt lost and weary. All this is hopeless folly, he told himself. I am nothing but a puppet jerking about on its strings. But somewhere above the shining breast of the

  Arabian Sea the deeper implications of something that Belilala had said to him started to sink in, and he felt his bitterness, his rage, his despair, all suddenly beginning to leave him. You

  exist. How can you doubt that you exist? Would Gioia love what is not real? Of course. Of course. Y’ang-Yeovil had been wrong: visitors were something more than mere illusions. Indeed,

  Y’ang-Yeovil had voiced the truth of their condition without understanding what he was really saying: We think, we talk, we fall in love. Yes. That was the heart of the situation. The

  visitors might be artificial, but they were not unreal. Belilala had been trying to tell him that just the other night. You suffer. You love. You love Gioia. Would Gioia love what is not

  real? Surely he was real, or at any rate real enough. What he was was something strange, something that would probably have been all but incomprehensible to the twentieth-century people whom he

  had been designed to simulate. But that did not mean that he was unreal. Did one have to be of woman born to be real? No. No. No. His kind of reality was a sufficient reality. He had no need to be

  ashamed of it. And, understanding that, he understood that Gioia did not need to grow old and die. There was a way by which she could be saved, if only she would embrace it. If only she would.




  When he landed in Alexandria he went immediately to the hotel on the slopes of the Paneium where they had stayed on their first visit, so very long ago; and there she was, sitting quietly on a

  patio with a view of the harbor and the Lighthouse. There was something calm and resigned about the way she sat. She had given up. She did not even have the strength to flee from him any

  longer.




  “Gioia,” he said gently.




  She looked older than she had in New Chicago. Her face was drawn and sallow and her eyes seemed sunken; and she was not even bothering these days to deal with the white strands that stood out in

  stark contrast against the darkness of her hair. He sat down beside her and put his hand over hers and looked out toward the obelisks, the palaces, the temples, the Lighthouse. At length he said,

  “I know what I really am now.”




  “Do you, Charles?” She sounded very far away.




  “In my age we called it software. All I am is a set of commands, responses, cross-references, operating some sort of artificial body. It’s infinitely better software than we could

  have imagined. But we were only just beginning to learn how, after all. They pumped me full of twentieth-century reflexes. The right moods, the right appetites, the right irrationalities, the right

  sort of combativeness. Somebody knows a lot about what it was like to be a twentieth-century man. They did a good job with Willoughby, too, all that Elizabethan rhetoric and swagger. And I suppose

  they got Y’ang-Yeovil right. He seems to think so: who better to judge? The twenty-fifth century, the Republic of Upper Han, people with gray-green skin, half Chinese and half Martian

  for all I know. Somebody knows. Somebody here is very good at programming, Gioia.”




  She was not looking at him.




  “I feel frightened, Charles,” she said in that same distant way.




  “Of me? Of the things I’m saying?”




  “No, not of you. Don’t you see what has happened to me?”




  “I see you. There are changes.”




  “I lived a long time wondering when the changes would begin. I thought maybe they wouldn’t, not really. Who wants to believe they’ll get old? But it started when we were in

  Alexandria that first time. In Chang-an it got much worse. And now – now—”




  He said abruptly, “Stengard tells me they’ll be opening Constantinople very soon.”




  “So?”




  “Don’t you want to be there when it opens?”




  “I’m becoming old and ugly, Charles.”




  “We’ll go to Constantinople together. We’ll leave tomorrow, eh? What do you say? We’ll charter a boat. It’s a quick little hop, right across the Mediterranean.

  Sailing to Byzantium! There was a poem, you know, in my time. Not forgotten, I guess, because they’ve programmed it into me. All these thousands of years, and someone still remembers old

  Yeats. The young in one another’s arms, birds in the trees. Come with me to Byzantium, Gioia.”




  She shrugged. “Looking like this? Getting more hideous every hour? While they stay young forever? While you—” She faltered; her voice cracked; she fell silent.




  “Finish the sentence, Gioia.”




  “Please. Let me alone.”




  “You were going to say, ‘While you stay young forever, too, Charles,’ isn’t that it? You knew all along that I was never going to change. I didn’t know that, but

  you did.”




  “Yes. I knew. I pretended that it wasn’t true – that as I aged, you’d age, too. It was very foolish of me. In Chang-an, when I first began to see the real signs of it

  – that was when I realized I couldn’t stay with you any longer. Because I’d look at you, always young, always remaining the same age, and I’d look at myself,

  and—” She gestured, palms upward. “So I gave you to Belilala and ran away.”




  “All so unnecessary, Gioia.”




  “I didn’t think it was.”




  “But you don’t have to grow old. Not if you don’t want to!”




  “Don’t be cruel, Charles,” she said tonelessly. “There’s no way of escaping what I have.”




  “But there is,” he said.




  “You know nothing about these things.”




  “Not very much, no,” he said. “But I see how it can be done. Maybe it’s a primitive simpleminded twentieth-century sort of solution, but I think it ought to work.

  I’ve been playing with the idea ever since I left Mohenjo. Tell me this, Gioia: Why can’t you go to them, to the programmers, to the artificers, the planners, whoever they are, the ones

  who create the cities and the temporaries and the visitors. And have yourself made into something like me!”




  She looked up, startled. “What are you saying?”




  “They can cobble up a twentieth-century man out of nothing more than fragmentary records and make him plausible, can’t they? Or an Elizabethan, or anyone else of any era at all, and

  he’s authentic, he’s convincing. So why couldn’t they do an even better job with you? Produce a Gioia so real that even Gioia can’t tell the difference? But a Gioia that

  will never age – a Gioia-construct, a Gioia-program, a visitor-Gioia! Why not? Tell me why not, Gioia.”




  She was trembling. “I’ve never heard of doing any such thing!”




  “But don’t you think it’s possible?”




  “How would I know?”




  “Of course it’s possible. If they can create visitors, they can take a citizen and duplicate her in such a way that—”




  “It’s never been done. I’m sure of it. I can’t imagine any citizen agreeing to any such thing. To give up the body – to let yourself be turned into –

  into—”




  She shook her head, but it seemed to be a gesture of astonishment as much as of negation.




  He said, “Sure. To give up the body. Your natural body, your aging, shrinking, deteriorating short-timer body. What’s so awful about that?”




  She was very pale. “This is craziness, Charles. I don’t want to talk about it any more.”




  “It doesn’t sound crazy to me.”




  “You can’t possibly understand.”




  “Can’t I? I can certainly understand being afraid to die. I don’t have a lot of trouble understanding what it’s like to be one of the few aging people in a world where

  nobody grows old. What I can’t understand is why you aren’t even willing to consider the possibility that—”




  “No,” she said. “I tell you, it’s crazy. They’d laugh at me.”




  “Who?”




  “All of my friends. Hawk, Stengard, Aramayne—” Once again she would not look at him. “They can be very cruel, without even realizing it. They despise anything that seems

  ungraceful to them, anything sweaty and desperate and cowardly. Citizens don’t do sweaty things, Charles. And that’s how this will seem. Assuming it can be done at all. They’ll be

  terribly patronizing. Oh, they’ll be sweet to me, yes, dear Gioia, how wonderful for you, Gioia, but when I turn my back they’ll laugh. They’ll say the most wicked things about

  me. I couldn’t bear that.”




  “They can afford to laugh,” Phillips said. “It’s easy to be brave and cool about dying when you know you’re going to live forever. How very fine for them: but why

  should you be the only one to grow old and die? And they won’t laugh, anyway. They’re not as cruel as you think. Shallow, maybe, but not cruel. They’ll be glad that you’ve

  found a way to save yourself. At the very least, they won’t have to feel guilty about you any longer, and that’s bound to please them. You can—”




  “Stop it,” she said.




  She rose, walked to the railing of the patio, stared out toward the sea. He came up behind her. Red sails in the harbor, sunlight glittering along the sides of the Lighthouse, the palaces of the

  Ptolemies stark white against the sky. Lightly he rested his hand on her shoulder. She twitched as if to pull away from him, but remained where she was.




  “Then I have another idea,” he said quietly. “If you won’t go to the planners, I will. Reprogram me, I’ll say. Fix things so that I start to age at the same

  rate you do. It’ll be more authentic, anyway, if I’m supposed to be playing the part of a twentieth-century man. Over the years I’ll very gradually get some lines in my face, my

  hair will turn gray, I’ll walk a little more slowly – we’ll grow old together, Gioia. To hell with your lovely immortal friends. We’ll have each other. We won’t need

  them.”




  She swung around. Her eyes were wide with horror.




  “Are you serious, Charles?”




  “Of course.”




  “No,” she murmured. “No. Everything you’ve said to me today is monstrous nonsense. Don’t you realize that?”




  He reached for her hand and enclosed her fingertips in his. “All I’m trying to do is find some way for you and me to—”




  “Don’t say any more,” she said. “Please.” Quickly, as though drawing back from a suddenly flaring flame, she tugged her fingers free of his and put her hand behind

  her. Though his face was just inches from hers he felt an immense chasm opening between them. They stared at one another for a moment; then she moved deftly to his left, darted around him, and ran

  from the patio.




  Stunned, he watched her go, down the long marble corridor and out of sight. It was folly to give pursuit, he thought. She was lost to him: that was clear, that was beyond any question. She was

  terrified of him. Why cause her even more anguish? But somehow he found himself running through the halls of the hotel, along the winding garden path, into the cool green groves of the Paneium. He

  thought he saw her on the portico of Hadrian’s palace, but when he got there the echoing stone halls were empty. To a temporary that was sweeping the steps he said, “Did you see a woman

  come this way?” A blank sullen stare was his only answer.




  Phillips cursed and turned away.




  “Gioia?” he called. “Wait! Come back!”




  Was that her, going into the Library? He rushed past the startled mumbling librarians and sped through the stacks, peering beyond the mounds of double-handled scrolls into the shadowy corridors.

  “Gioia? Gioia!” It was a desecration, bellowing like that in this quiet place. He scarcely cared.




  Emerging by a side door, he loped down to the harbor. The Lighthouse! Terror enfolded him. She might already be a hundred steps up that ramp, heading for the parapet from which she meant to

  fling herself into the sea. Scattering citizens and temporaries as if they were straws, he ran within. Up he went, never pausing for breath, though his synthetic lungs were screaming for respite,

  his ingeniously designed heart was desperately pounding. On the first balcony he imagined he caught a glimpse of her, but he circled it without finding her. Onward, upward. He went to the top, to

  the beacon chamber itself: no Gioia. Had she jumped? Had she gone down one ramp while he was ascending the other? He clung to the rim and looked out, down, searching the base of the Lighthouse, the

  rocks offshore, the causeway. No Gioia. I will find her somewhere, he thought. I will keep going until I find her. He went running down the ramp, calling her name. He reached ground level and

  sprinted back toward the center of town. Where next? The temple of Poseidon? The tomb of Cleopatra?




  He paused in the middle of Canopus Street, groggy and dazed.




  “Charles?” she said.




  “Where are you?”




  “Right here. Beside you.” She seemed to materialize from the air. Her face was unflushed, her robe bore no trace of perspiration. Had he been chasing a phantom through the city? She

  came to him and took his hand, and said, softly, tenderly, “Were you really serious, about having them make you age?”




  “If there’s no other way, yes.”




  “The other way is so frightening, Charles.”




  “Is it?”




  “You can’t understand how much.”




  “More frightening than growing old? Than dying?”




  “I don’t know,” she said. “I suppose not. The only thing I’m sure of is that I don’t want you to get old, Charles.”




  “But I won’t have to. Will I?”




  He stared at her.




  “No,” she said. “You won’t have to. Neither of us will.”




  Phillips smiled. “We should get away from here,” he said after a while. “Let’s go across to Byzantium, yes, Gioia? We’ll show up in Constantinople for the opening.

  Your friends will be there. We’ll tell them what you’ve decided to do. They’ll know how to arrange it. Someone will.”




  “It sounds so strange,” said Gioia. “To turn myself into – into a visitor? A visitor in my own world?”




  “That’s what you’ve always been, though.”




  “I suppose. In a way. But at least I’ve been real up to now.”




  “Whereas I’m not?”




  “Are you, Charles?”




  “Yes. Just as real as you. I was angry at first, when I found out the truth about myself. But I came to accept it. Somewhere between Mohenjo and here, I came to see that it was all right

  to be what I am: that I perceive things, I form ideas, I draw conclusions. I am very well designed, Gioia. I can’t tell the difference between being what I am and being completely alive, and

  to me that’s being real enough. I think, I feel, I experience joy and pain. I’m as real as I need to be. And you will be, too. You’ll never stop being Gioia, you know. It’s

  only your body that you’ll cast away, the body that played such a terrible joke on you anyway.” He brushed her cheek with his hand. “It was all said for us before, long ago:




  

    

      “Once out of nature I shall never take




      My bodily form from any natural thing,




      But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make




      Of hammered gold and gold enameling




      To keep a drowsy Emperor awake—”


    


  




  “Is that the same poem?” she asked.




  “The same poem, yes. The ancient poem that isn’t quite forgotten yet.”




  “Finish it, Charles.”




  

    

      “—Or set upon a golden bough to sing




      To lords and ladies of Byzantium




      Of what is past, or passing, or to come.”


    


  




  “How beautiful. What does it mean?”




  “That it isn’t necessary to be mortal. That we can allow ourselves to be gathered into the artifice of eternity, that we can be transformed, that we can move on beyond the flesh.

  Yeats didn’t mean it in quite the way I do – he wouldn’t have begun to comprehend what we’re talking about, not a word of it – and yet, and yet – the underlying

  truth is the same. Live, Gioia! With me!” He turned to her and saw color coming into her pallid cheeks. “It does make sense, what I’m suggesting, doesn’t it? You’ll

  attempt it, won’t you? Whoever makes the visitors can be induced to remake you. Right? What do you think: can they, Gioia?”




  She nodded in a barely perceptible way. “I think so,” she said faintly. “It’s very strange. But I think it ought to be possible. Why not, Charles? Why not?”




  “Yes,” he said. “Why not?”




  In the morning they hired a vessel in the harbor, a low sleek pirogue with a blood-red sail, skippered by a rascally-looking temporary whose smile was irresistible. Phillips

  shaded his eyes and peered northward across the sea. He thought he could almost make out the shape of the great city sprawling on its seven hills, Constantine’s New Rome beside the Golden

  Horn, the mighty dome of Hagia Sophia, the somber walls of the citadel, the palaces and churches, the Hippodrome, Christ in glory rising above all else in brilliant mosaic streaming with light.




  “Byzantium,” Phillips said. “Take us there the shortest and quickest way.”




  “It is my pleasure,” said the boatman with unexpected grace.




  Gioia smiled. He had not seen her looking so vibrantly alive since the night of the imperial feast in Chang-an. He reached for her hand – her slender fingers were quivering lightly –

  and helped her into the boat.
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  In the vivid adventure that follows, he takes us sailing on mysterious alien seas in distant alien worlds, in search of elusive and dangerous prey.




  There was an alien on the surface of the planet. A Kyklops had teleported into Overlook Station, and then flown down on the shuttle. Since, unlike

  humans, it could teleport without apparatus, presumably it took the shuttle just for the ride. The Kyklops wore a human body, controlled through an n-dimensional interface, and took its

  pleasures in the human fashion.




  The Kyklops expressed an interest in Anthony’s work, but Anthony avoided it: he stayed at sea and listened to aliens of another kind.




  Anthony wasn’t interested in meeting aliens who knew more than he did.




  The boat drifted in a cold current and listened to the cries of the sea. A tall grey swell was rolling in from the southwest, crossing with a wind-driven easterly chop. The

  boat tossed, caught in the confusion of wave patterns.




  It was a sloppy ocean, somehow unsatisfactory. Marking a sloppy day.




  Anthony felt a thing twist in his mind. Something that, in its own time, would lead to anger.




  The boat had been out here, both in the warm current and then in the cold, for three days. Each more unsatisfactory than the last.




  The growing swell was being driven toward land by a storm that was breaking up fifty miles out to sea: the remnants of the storm itself would arrive by midnight and make things even more

  unpleasant. Spray feathered across the tops of the waves. The day was growing cold.




  Spindrift pattered across Anthony’s shoulders. He ignored it, concentrated instead on the long, grating harmonic moan picked up by the microphones his boat dangled into the chill current.

  The moan ended on a series of clicks and trailed off. Anthony tapped his computer deck. A resolution appeared on the screen. Anthony shaded his eyes from the pale sun and looked at it.
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  Anthony gazed stonily at the translation tree. “I am rising toward and thinking hungrily about the slippery-tasting coordinates” actually made the most objective sense, but the

  right-hand branch of the tree was the most literal and most of what Anthony suspected was context had been lost. “I and the oily current are in a state of motion toward one another” was

  perhaps more literal, but “We (the oily deep and I) are in a cold state of mind” was perhaps equally valid.




  The boat gave a corkscrew lurch, dropped down the face of a swell, came to an abrupt halt at the end of its drogue. Water slapped against the stern. A mounting screw, come loose from a bracket

  on the bridge, fell and danced brightly across the deck.




  The screw and the deck are in a state of relative motion, Anthony thought. The screw and the deck are in a motion state of mind.




  Wrong, he thought, there is no Other in the Dwellers’ speech.




  We, I and the screw and the deck, are feeling cold.




  We, I and the Dweller below, are in a state of mutual incomprehension.




  A bad day, Anthony thought.




  Inchoate anger burned deep inside him.




  Anthony saved the translation and got up from his seat. He went to the bridge and told the boat to retrieve the drogue and head for Cabo Santa Pola at flank speed. He then went below and found a

  bottle of bourbon that had three good swallows left.




  The trailing microphones continued to record the sonorous moans from below, the sound now mingled with the thrash of the boat’s propellers.




  The screw danced on the deck as the engines built up speed.




  Its state of mind was not recorded.




  The video news, displayed above the bar, showed the Kyklops making his tour of the planet. The Kyklops’ human body, male, was tall and blue-eyed and elegant. He made

  witty conversation and showed off his naked chest as if he were proud of it. His name was Telamon.




  His real body, Anthony knew, was a tenuous uncorporeal mass somewhere in n-dimensional space. The human body had been grown for it to wear, to move like a puppet. The nth dimension was

  interesting only to a mathematician: its inhabitants preferred wearing flesh.




  Anthony asked the bartender to turn off the vid.




  The yacht club bar was called the Leviathan, and Anthony hated the name. His creatures were too important, too much themselves, to be awarded a name that stank of human myth, of human resonance

  that had nothing to do with the creatures themselves. Anthony never called them Leviathans himself. They were Deep Dwellers.




  There was a picture of a presumed Leviathan above the bar. Sometimes bits of matter were washed up on shore, thin tenuous membranes, long tentacles, bits of phosphorescence, all encrusted with

  the local equivalent of barnacles and infested with parasites. It was assumed the stuff had broken loose from the larger Dweller, or were bits of one that had died. The artist had done his best and

  painted something that looked like a whale covered with tentacles and seaweed.




  The place had fake-nautical decor, nets, harpoons, flashing rods, and knicknacks made from driftwood, and the bar was regularly infected by tourists: that made it even worse. But the regular

  bartender and the divemaster and the steward were real sailors, and that made the yacht club bearable, gave him some company. His mail was delivered here as well.




  Tonight the bartender was a substitute named Christopher: he was married to the owner’s daughter and got his job that way. He was a fleshy, sullen man and no company.




  We, thought Anthony, the world and I, are drinking alone. Anger burned in him, anger at the quality of the day and the opacity of the Dwellers and the storm that beat brainlessly at the

  windows.




  “Got the bastard!” A man was pounding the bar. “Drinks on me.” He was talking loudly, and he wore gold rings on his fingers. Raindrops sparkled in his hair. He

  wore a flashing harness, just in case anyone missed why he was here. Hatred settled in Anthony like poison in his belly.




  “Got a thirty-foot flasher,” the man said. He pounded the bar again. “Me and Nick got it hung up outside. Four hours. A four-hour fight!”




  “Why have a fight with something you can’t eat?” Anthony said.




  The man looked at him. He looked maybe twenty, but Anthony could tell he was old, centuries old maybe. Old and vain and stupid, stupid as a boy. “It’s a game fish,” the man

  said.




  Anthony looked into the fisherman’s eyes and saw a reflection of his own contempt. “You wanna fight,” he said, “you wanna have a game, fight something

  smart. Not a dumb animal that you can outsmart, that once you catch it will only rot and stink.”




  That was the start.




  Once it began, it didn’t take long. The man’s rings cut Anthony’s face, and Anthony was smaller and lighter, but the man telegraphed every move and kept leading with his right.

  When it was over, Anthony left him on the floor and stepped out into the downpour, stood alone in the hammering rain and let the water wash the blood from his face. The whiskey and the rage were a

  flame that licked his nerves and made them sing.




  He began walking down the street. Heading for another bar.
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  GRACE(2) meant grace in the sense of physical grace, dexterity, harmony of motion, as opposed to spiritual grace, which was GRACE(l). The Dweller that Anthony was listening to was engaged in a

  dialogue with another, possibly the same known to the computer as 41, who might be named “Upwelling Reflection,” but Deep Dweller naming systems seemed inconsistent, depending largely

  on a context that was as yet opaque, and “upwelling reflection” might have to do with something else entirely.




  Anthony suspected the Dweller had just said hello.




  Salt water smarted on the cuts on Anthony’s face. His swollen knuckles pained him as he tapped the keys of his computer deck. He never suffered from hangover, and his mind seemed filled

  with an exemplary clarity; he worked rapidly, with burning efficiency. His body felt energized.




  He was out of the cold Kirst Current today, in a warm, calm subtropical sea on the other side of the Las Madres archipelago. The difference of forty nautical miles was astonishing.




  The sun warmed his back. Sweat prickled on his scalp. The sea sparkled under a violet sky.




  The other Dweller answered.




  Through his bare feet, Anthony could feel the subsonic overtones vibrating through the boat. Something in the cabin rattled. The microphones recorded the sounds, raised the subsonics to an

  audible level, played it back. The computer made its attempt.




  

    [image: ]


  




  A9140 was a phrase that, as yet, had no translation.




  The Dweller language, Anthony had discovered, had no separation of subject and object; it was a trait in common with the Earth cetaceans whose languages Anthony had first learned. “I swim

  toward the island” was not a grammatical possibility: “I and the island are in a condition of swimming toward one another” was the nearest possible approximation.




  The Dwellers lived in darkness, and, like Earth’s cetaceans, in a liquid medium. Perhaps they were psychologically unable to separate themselves from their environment, from their fluid

  surroundings. Never approaching the surface – it was presumed they could not survive in a nonpressurized environment – they had no idea of the upper limit of their world.




  They were surrounded by a liquid three-dimensional wholeness, not an air-earth-sky environment from which they could consider themselves separate.




  A high-pitched whooping came over the speakers, and Anthony smiled as he listened. The singer was one of the humpbacks that he had imported to this planet, a male called The One with Two Notches

  on His Starboard Fluke.




  Two Notches was one of the brighter whales, and also the most playful. Anthony ordered his computer to translate the humpback speech.




  Anthony, I and a place of bad smells have found one another, but this has not deterred our hunger.




  The computer played back the message as it displayed the translation, and Anthony could understand more context from the sound of the original speech: that Two Notches was floating in a cold

  layer beneath the bad smell, and that the bad smell was methane or something like it – humans couldn’t smell methane, but whales could. The overliteral translation was an aid only, to

  remind Anthony of idioms he might have forgotten.




  Anthony’s name in humpback was actually He Who Has Brought Us to the Sea of Rich Strangeness, but the computer translated it simply. Anthony tapped his reply.




  What is it that stinks, Two Notches?




  Some kind of horrid jellyfish. Were they-and-I feeding, they-and-I would spit one another out. I/They will give them/me a name: they/me are the jellyfish that smell like indigestion.




  That is a good name, Two Notches.




  I and a small boat discovered each other earlier today. We itched, so we scratched our back on the boat. The humans and I were startled. We had a good laugh together in spite of our

  hunger.




  Meaning that Two Notches had risen under the boat, scratched his back on it, and terrified the passengers witless. Anthony remembered the first time this had happened to him back on Earth, a

  vast female humpback rising up without warning, one long scalloped fin breaking the water to port, the rest of the whale to starboard, thrashing in cetacean delight as it rubbed itself against a

  boat half its length. Anthony had clung to the gunwale, horrified by what the whale could do to his boat, but still exhilarated, delighted at the sight of the creature and its glorious joy.




  Still, Two Notches ought not to play too many pranks on the tourists.




  We should be careful, Two Notches. Not all humans possess our sense of humor, especially if they are hungry.




  We were bored, Anthony. Mating is over, feeding has not begun. Also, it was Nick’s boat that got scratched. In our opinion Nick and I enjoyed ourselves, even though we were

  hungry.




  Hunger and food seemed to be the humpback subtheme of the day. Humpback songs, like the human, were made up of text and chorus, the chorus repeating itself, with variations, through the

  message.




  I and Nick will ask each other and find out, as we feed.




  Anthony tried to participate in the chorus/response about food, but he found himself continually frustrated at his clumsy phrasing. Fortunately the whales were tolerant of his efforts.




  Have we learned anything about the ones that swim deep and do not breathe and feed on obscure things?




  Not yet, Two Notches. Something has interrupted us in our hungry quest.




  A condition of misfortune exists, like unto hunger. We must learn to be quicker.




  We will try, Two Notches. After we eat.




  We would like to speak to the Deep Dwellers now, and feed with them, but we must breathe.




  We will speak to ourselves another time, after feeding.




  We are in a condition of hunger, Anthony. We must eat soon.




  We will remember our hunger and make plans.




  The mating and calving season for the humpbacks was over. Most of the whales were already heading north to their summer feeding grounds, where they would do little but eat for six months. Two

  Notches and one of the other males had remained in the vicinity of Las Madres as a favor to Anthony, who used them to assist in locating the Deep Dwellers, but soon – in a matter of days

  – the pair would have to head north. They hadn’t eaten anything for nearly half a year; Anthony didn’t want to starve them.




  But when the whales left, Anthony would be alone – again – with the Deep Dwellers. He didn’t want to think about that.




  The system’s second sun winked across the waves, rising now. It was a white dwarf and emitted dangerous amounts of X-rays. The boat’s falkner generator, triggered by the computer,

  snapped on a field that surrounded the boat and guarded it from energetic radiation. Anthony felt the warmth on his shoulders decrease. He turned his attention back to the Deep Dwellers.
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  A blaze of delight rose in Anthony. The Dwellers, he realized, had overheard his conversation with Two Notches, and were commenting on it. Furthermore, he knew, A9140 probably was a verb form

  having to do with hearing – the Dwellers had a lot of them. “I/You hear the shrill sounds from above” might do as a working translation, and although he had no idea how to

  translate C22, he suspected it was a comment on the sounds. In a fever, Anthony began to work. As he bent over his keys he heard, through water and bone, the sound of Two Notches singing.




  The Milky Way was a dim watercolor wash overhead. An odd twilight hung over Las Madres, a near-darkness that marked the hours when only the dwarf star was in the sky, providing

  little visible light but still pouring out X-rays. Cabo Santa Pola lay in a bright glowing crescent across the boat’s path. Music drifted from a waterfront tavern, providing a counterpoint to

  the Deep Dweller speech that still rang in Anthony’s head. A familiar figure waited on the dock, standing beneath the yellow lamp that marked Anthony’s slip. Anthony waved and throttled

  the boat back.




  A good day. Even after the yellow sun had set, Anthony still felt in a sunny mood. A9140 had been codified as “listen(14),” meaning listen solely in the sense of listening to a sound

  that originated from far outside the Dwellers’ normal sphere – from outside their entire universe, in fact, which spoke volumes for the way the Dwellers saw themselves in relation to

  their world. They knew something else was up there, and their speech could make careful distinction between the world they knew and could perceive directly and the one they didn’t. C22 was a

  descriptive term involving patterning: the Dwellers realized that the cetacean speech they’d been hearing wasn’t simply random. Which spoke rather well for their cognition.




  Anthony turned the boat and backed into the slip. Nick Kanellopoulos, whom the humpbacks called The One Who Chases Bad-Tasting Fish, took the sternline that Anthony threw him and tied it

  expertly to a cleat. Anthony shut off the engines, took a bowline, and hopped to the dock. He bent over the cleat and made his knot.




  “You’ve gotta stop beating up my customers, Anthony,” Nick said.




  Anthony said nothing.




  “You even send your damn whales to harass me.”




  Anthony jumped back into the boat and stepped into the cabin for a small canvas bag that held his gear and the data cubes containing the Dwellers’ conversation. When he stepped back out of

  the cabin, he saw Nick standing on one foot, the other poised to step into the boat. Anthony gave Nick a look and Nick pulled his foot back. Anthony smiled. He didn’t like people on his

  boat.




  “Dinner?” he asked.




  Nick gazed at him. A muscle moved in the man’s cheek. He was dapper, olive-skinned, about a century old, the second-youngest human on the planet. He looked in his late teens. He wore a

  personal falkner generator on his belt that protected him from the dwarf’s X-rays.




  “Dinner. Fine.” His brown eyes were concerned. “You look like hell, Anthony.”




  Anthony rubbed the stubble on his cheeks. “I feel on top of the world,” he said.




  “Half the time you don’t even talk to me. I don’t know why I’m eating supper with you.”




  “Let me clean up. Then we can go to the Villa Mary.”




  Nick shook his head. “Okay,” he said. “But you’re buying. You cost me a customer last night.”




  Anthony slapped him on the shoulder. “Least I can do, I guess.”




  A good day.




  Near midnight. Winds beat at the island’s old volcanic cone, pushed down the crowns of trees. A shuttle, black against the darkness of the sky, rose in absolute silence

  from the port on the other side of the island, heading toward the bright fixed star that was Overlook Station. The alien, Telamon, was aboard, or so the newscasts reported.




  Deep Dwellers still sang in Anthony’s head. Mail in hand, he let himself in through the marina gate and walked toward his slip. The smell of the sea rose around him. He stretched, yawned.

  Belched up a bit of the tequila he’d been drinking with Nick. He intended to get an early start and head back to sea before dawn.




  Anthony paused beneath a light and opened the large envelope, pulled out page proofs that had been mailed, at a high cost, from the offices of the Xenobiology Review on Kemps. Discontent

  scratched at his nerves. He frowned as he glanced through the pages. He’d written the article over a year before, at the end of the first spring he’d spent here, and just glancing

  through it he now found the article overtentative, overformal, and, worse, almost pleading in its attempt to justify his decision to move himself and the whales here. The palpable defensiveness

  made him want to squirm.




  Disgust filled him. His fingers clutched at the pages, then tore the proofs across. His body spun full circle as he scaled the proofs out to the sea. The wind scattered thick chunks of paper

  across the dark waters of the marina.




  He stalked toward his boat. Bile rose in his throat. He wished he had a bottle of tequila with him. He almost went back for one before he realized the liquor stores were closed.




  “Anthony Maldalena?”




  She was a little gawky, and her skin was pale. Dark hair in a single long braid, deep eyes, a bit of an overbite. She was waiting for him at the end of his slip, under the light. She had a bag

  over one shoulder.




  Anthony stopped. Dull anger flickered in his belly. He didn’t want anyone taking notice of the bruises and cuts on his face. He turned his head away as he stepped into his boat, dropped

  his bag on a seat.




  “Mr. Maldalena. My name is Philana Telander. I came here to see you.”




  “How’d you get in?”




  She gestured to the boat two slips down, a tall FPS-powered yacht shaped like a flat oval with a tall flybridge jutting from its center so that the pilot could see over wavetops. It would fly

  from place to place, but she could put it down in the water if she wanted. No doubt she’d bought a temporary membership at the yacht club.




  “Nice boat,” said Anthony. It would have cost her a fair bit to have it gated here. He opened the hatch to his forward cabin, tossed his bag onto the long couch inside.




  “I meant,” she said, “I came to this planet to see you.”




  Anthony didn’t say anything, just straightened from his stoop by the hatch and looked at her. She shifted from one foot to another. Her skin was yellow in the light of the lamp. She

  reached into her bag and fumbled with something.




  Anthony waited.




  The clicks and sobs of whales sounded from the recorder in her hand.




  “I wanted to show you what I’ve been able to do with your work. I have some articles coming up in Cetology Journal but they won’t be out for a

  while.”




  “You’ve done very well,” said Anthony. Tequila swirled in his head. He was having a hard time concentrating on a subject as difficult as whale speech.




  Philana had specialized in communication with female humpbacks. It was harder to talk with the females: although they were curious and playful, they weren’t vocal like the bulls; their

  language was deeper, briefer, more personal. They made no songs. It was almost as if, solely in the realm of speech, the cows were autistic. Their psychology was different and complicated, and

  Anthony had had little success in establishing any lasting communication. The cows, he had realized, were speaking a second tongue: the humpbacks were essentially bilingual, and Anthony had only

  learned one of their languages.




  Philana had succeeded where Anthony had found only frustration. She had built from his work, established a structure and basis for communication. She still wasn’t as easy in her speech

  with the cows as Anthony was with a bull like Two Notches, but she was far closer than Anthony had ever been.




  Steam rose from the coffee cup in Philana’s hand as she poured from Anthony’s vacuum flask. She and Anthony sat on the cushioned benches in the stern of Anthony’s boat. Tequila

  still buzzed in Anthony’s head. Conflicting urges warred in him. He didn’t want anyone else here, on his boat, this close to his work; but Philana’s discoveries were too

  interesting to shut her out entirely. He swallowed more coffee.




  “Listen to this,” Philana said. “It’s fascinating. A cow teaching her calf about life.” She touched the recorder, and muttering filled the air. Anthony had

  difficulty understanding: the cow’s idiom was complex, and bore none of the poetic repetition that made the males’ language easier to follow. Finally he shook his head.




  “Go ahead and turn it off,” he said. “I’m picking up only one phrase in five. I can’t follow it.”




  Philana seemed startled. “Oh. I’m sorry. I thought—”




  Anthony twisted uncomfortably in his seat. “I don’t know every goddamn thing about whales,” he said.




  The recorder fell silent. Wind rattled the canvas awning over the flybridge. Savage discontent settled into Anthony’s mind. Suddenly he needed to get rid of this woman, get her off his

  boat and head to sea right now, away from all the things on land that could trip him up.




  He thought of his father upside down in the smokehouse. Not moving, arms dangling.




  He should apologize, he realized. We are, he thought, in a condition of permanent apology.




  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just . . . not used to dealing with people.”




  “Sometimes I wonder,” she said. “I’m only twenty-one, and . . .”




  “Yes?” Blurted suddenly, the tequila talking. Anthony felt disgust at his own awkwardness.




  Philana looked at the planks. “Yes. Truly. I’m twenty-one, and sometimes people get impatient with me for reasons I don’t understand.”




  Anthony’s voice was quiet. “I’m twenty-six.”




  Philana was surprised. “But. I thought.” She thought for a long moment. “It seems I’ve been reading your papers for . . .”




  “I was first published at twenty,” he said. “The finback article.”




  Philana shook her head. “I’d never have guessed. Particularly after what I saw in your new XR paper.”




  Anthony’s reaction was instant. “You saw that?” Another spasm of disgust touched him. Tequila burned in his veins. His stomach turned over. For some reason his arms were

  trembling.




  “A friend on Kemps sent me an advance copy. I thought it was brilliant. The way you were able to codify your conceptions about a race of which you could really know nothing, and have it

  all pan out when you began to understand them. That’s an incredible achievement.”




  “It’s a piece of crap.” Anthony wanted more tequila badly. His body was shaking. He tossed the remains of his coffee over his shoulder into the sea. “I’ve learned

  so much since. I’ve given up even trying to publish it. The delays are too long. Even if I put it on the nets, I’d still have to take the time to write it, and I’d rather spend my

  time working.”




  “I’d like to see it.”




  He turned away from her. “I don’t show my work till it’s finished.”




  “I . . . didn’t mean to intrude.”




  Apology. He could feel a knife twisting in his belly. He spoke quickly. “I’m sorry, Miss Telander. It’s late, and I’m not used to company. I’m not entirely

  well.” He stood, took her arm. Ignoring her surprise, he almost pulled her to her feet. “Maybe tomorrow. We’ll talk again.”




  She blinked up at him. “Yes. I’d like that.”




  “Good night.” He rushed her off the boat and stepped below to the head. He didn’t want her to hear what was going to happen next. Acid rose in his throat. He clutched his

  middle and bent over the small toilet and let the spasms take him. The convulsions wracked him long after he was dry. After it was over he stood shakily, staggered to the sink, washed his face. His

  sinuses burned and brought tears to his eyes. He threw himself on the couch.




  In the morning, before dawn, he cast off and motored out into the quiet sea.




  The other male, The One Who Sings of Others, found a pair of Dwellers engaged in a long conversation and hovered above them. His transponder led Anthony to the place, fifty

  miles south into the bottomless tropical ocean. The Dwellers’ conversation was dense. Anthony understood perhaps one word-phrase in ten. Sings of Others interrupted from time to time to tell

  Anthony how hungry he was.




  The recordings would require days of work before Anthony could even begin to make sense of them. He wanted to stay on the site, but the Dwellers fell silent, neither Anthony nor Sings of Others

  could find another conversation, and Anthony was near out of supplies. He’d been working so intently he’d never got around to buying food.




  The white dwarf had set by the time Anthony motored into harbor. Dweller mutterings did a chaotic dance in his mind. He felt a twist of annoyance at the sight of Philana Telander jumping from

  her big air yacht to the pier. She had obviously been waiting for him.




  He threw her the bowline and she made fast. As he stepped onto the dock and fastened the sternline, he noticed sunburn reddening her cheeks. She’d spent the day on the ocean.




  “Sorry I left so early,” he said. “One of the humpbacks found some Dwellers, and their conversation sounded interesting.”




  She looked from Anthony to his boat and back. “That’s all right,” she said. “I shouldn’t have talked to you last night. Not when you were ill.”




  Anger flickered in his mind. She’d heard him being sick, then.




  “Too much to drink,” he said. He jumped back into the boat and got his gear.




  “Have you eaten?” she asked. “Somebody told me about a place called the Villa Mary.”




  He threw his bag over one shoulder. Dinner would be his penance. “I’ll show you,” he said.




  “Mary was a woman who died,” Anthony said. “One of the original Knight’s Move people. She chose to die, refused the treatments. She didn’t believe

  in living forever.” He looked up at the arched ceiling, the moldings on walls and ceiling, the initials ML worked into the decoration. “Brian McGivern built this place in her

  memory,” Anthony said. “He’s built a lot of places like this, on different worlds.”




  Philana was looking at her plate. She nudged an ichthyoid exomembrane with her fork. “I know,” she said. “I’ve been in a few of them.”




  Anthony reached for his glass, took a drink, then stopped himself from taking a second swallow. He realized that he’d drunk most of a bottle of wine. He didn’t want a repetition of

  last night.




  With an effort he put the glass down.




  “She’s someone I think about, sometimes,” Philana said. “About the choice she made.”




  “Yes?” Anthony shook his head. “Not me. I don’t want to spend a hundred years dying. If I ever decide to die, I’ll do it quick.”




  “That’s what people say. But they never do it. They just get older and older. Stranger and stranger.” She raised her hands, made a gesture that took in the room, the

  decorations, the entire white building on its cliff overlooking the sea. “Get old enough, you start doing things like building Villa Marys all over the galaxy. McGivern’s an

  oldest-generation immortal, you know. Maybe the wealthiest human anywhere, and he spends his time immortalizing someone who didn’t want immortality of any kind.”




  Anthony laughed. “Sounds like you’re thinking of becoming a Diehard.”




  She looked at him steadily. “Yes.”




  Anthony’s laughter froze abruptly. A cool shock passed through him. He had never spoken to a Diehard before: the only ones he’d met were people who mumbled at him on street corners

  and passed out incoherent religious tracts.




  Philana looked at her plate. “I’m sorry,” she said.




  “Why sorry?”




  “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”




  Anthony reached for his wine glass, stopped himself, put his hand down. “I’m curious.”




  She gave a little, apologetic laugh. “I may not go through with it.”




  “Why even think about it?”




  Philana thought a long time before answering. “I’ve seen how the whales accept death. So graceful about it, so matter-of-fact – and they don’t even have the myth of an

  afterlife to comfort them. If they get sick, they just beach themselves; and their friends try to keep them company. And when I try to give myself a reason for living beyond my natural span, I

  can’t think of any. All I can think of is the whales.”




  Anthony saw the smokehouse in his mind, his father with his arms hanging, the fingers touching the dusty floor. “Death isn’t nice.”




  Philana gave him a skeletal grin and took a quick drink of wine. “With any luck,” she said, “death isn’t anything at all.”




  Wind chilled the night, pouring upon the town through a slot in the island’s volcanic cone. Anthony watched a streamlined head as it moved in the dark wind-washed water

  of the marina. The head belonged to a cold-blooded amphibian that lived in the warm surf of the Las Madres; the creature was known misleadingly as a Las Madres seal. They had little fear of

  humanity and were curious about the new arrivals. Anthony stamped a foot on the slip. Planks boomed. The seal’s head disappeared with a soft splash. Ripples spread in starlight, and Anthony

  smiled.




  Philana had stepped into her yacht for a sweater. She returned, cast a glance at the water, saw nothing.




  “Can I listen to the Dwellers?” she asked. “I’d like to hear them.”




  Despite his resentment at her imposition, Anthony appreciated her being careful with the term: she hadn’t called them Leviathans once. He thought about her request, could think of no

  reason to refuse save his own stubborn reluctance. The Dweller sounds were just background noise, meaningless to her. He stepped onto his boat, took a cube from his pocket, put it in the trapdoor,

  pressed the PLAY button. Dweller murmurings filled the cockpit. Philana stepped from the dock to the boat. She shivered in the wind. Her eyes were pools of dark wonder.




  “So different.”




  “Are you surprised?”




  “I suppose not.”




  “This isn’t really what they sound like. What you’re hearing is a computer-generated metaphor for the real thing. Much of their communication is subsonic, and the computer

  raises the sound to levels we can hear, and also speeds it up. Sometimes the Dwellers take three or four minutes to speak what seems to be a simple sentence.”




  “We would never have noticed them except for an accident,” Philana said. “That’s how alien they are.”




  “Yes.”




  Humanity wouldn’t know of the Dwellers’ existence at all if it weren’t for the subsonics confusing some automated sonar buoys, followed by an idiot computer assuming the sounds

  were deliberate interference and initiating an ET scan. Any human would have looked at the data, concluded it was some kind of seismic interference, and programmed the buoys to ignore it.




  “They’ve noticed us,” Anthony said. “The other day I heard them discussing a conversation I had with one of the humpbacks.”




  Philana straightened. Excitement was plain in her voice. “They can conceptualize something alien to them.”




  “Yes.”




  Her response was instant, stepping on the last sibilant of his answer. “And theorize about our existence.”




  Anthony smiled at her eagerness. “I . . . don’t think they’ve got around to that yet.”




  “But they are intelligent.”




  “Yes.”




  “Maybe more intelligent than the whales. From what you say, they seem quicker to conceptualize.”




  “Intelligent in certain ways, perhaps. There’s still very little I understand about them.”




  “Can you teach me to talk to them?”




  The wind blew chill between them. “I don’t,” he said, “talk to them.”




  She seemed not to notice his change of mood, stepped closer. “You haven’t tried that yet? That would seem to be reasonable, considering they’ve already noticed us.”




  He could feel his hackles rising, mental defenses sliding into place. “I’m not proficient enough,” he said.




  “If you could attract their attention, they could teach you.” Reasonably.




  “No. Not yet.” Rage exploded in Anthony’s mind. He wanted her off his boat, away from his work, his existence. He wanted to be alone again with his creatures, solitary witness

  to the lonely and wonderful interplay of alien minds.




  “I never told you,” Philana said, “why I’m here.”




  “No. You didn’t.”




  “I want to do some work with the humpback cows.”




  “Why?”




  Her eyes widened slightly. She had detected the hostility in his tone. “I want to chart any linguistic changes that may occur as a result of their move to another environment.”




  Through clouds of blinding resentment Anthony considered her plan. He couldn’t stop her, he knew: anyone could talk to the whales if they knew how to do it. It might keep her away from the

  Dwellers. “Fine,” he said. “Do it.”




  Her look was challenging. “I don’t need your permission.”




  “I know that.”




  “You don’t own them.”




  “I know that, too.”




  There was a splash far out in the marina. The Las Madres seal chasing a fish. Philana was still staring at him. He looked back.




  “Why are you afraid of my getting close to the Dwellers?” she asked.




  “You’ve been here two days. You don’t know them. You’re making all manner of assumptions about what they’re like, and all you’ve read is one obsolete

  article.”




  “You’re the expert. If my assumptions are wrong, you’re free to tell me.”




  “Humans interacted with whales for centuries before they learned to speak with them, and even now the speech is limited and often confused. I’ve only been here two and a half

  years.”




  “Perhaps,” she said, “you could use some help. Write those papers of yours. Publish the data.”




  He turned away. “I’m doing fine,” he said.




  “Glad to hear it.” She took a long breath. “What did I do, Anthony? Tell me.”




  “Nothing,” he said. Anthony watched the marina waters, saw the amphibian surface, its head pulled back to help slide a fish down its gullet. Philana was just standing there. We,

  thought Anthony, are in a condition of nonresolution.




  “I work alone,” he said. “I immerse myself in their speech, in their environment, for months at a time. Talking to a human breaks my concentration. I don’t know

  how to talk to a person right now. After the Dwellers, you seem perfectly . . .”




  “Alien?” she said. Anthony didn’t answer. The amphibian slid through the water, its head leaving a short, silver wake.




  The boat rocked as Philana stepped from it to the dock. “Maybe we can talk later,” she said. “Exchange data or something.”




  “Yes,” Anthony said. “We’ll do that.” His eyes were still on the seal.




  Later, before he went to bed, he told the computer to play Dweller speech all night long.




  Lying in his bunk the next morning, Anthony heard Philana cast off her yacht. He felt a compulsion to talk to her, apologize again, but in the end he stayed in his rack, tried

  to concentrate on Dweller sounds. I/We remain in a condition of solitude, he thought, the Dweller phrases coming easily to his mind. There was a brief shadow cast on the port beside him as the big

  flying boat rose into the sky, then nothing but sunlight and the slap of water on the pier supports. Anthony climbed out of his sleeping bag and went into town, provisioned the boat for a week. He

  had been too close to land for too long: a trip into the sea, surrounded by nothing but whales and Dweller speech, should cure him of his unease.




  Two Notches had switched on his transponder: Anthony followed the beacon north, the boat rising easily over deep blue rollers. Desiring sun, Anthony climbed to the flybridge and lowered the

  canvas cover. Fifty miles north of Cabo Santa Pola there was a clear dividing line in the water, a line as clear as a meridian on a chart, beyond which the sea was a deeper, purer blue. The line

  marked the boundary of the cold Kirst current that had journeyed, wreathed in mist from contact with the warmer air, a full three thousand nautical miles from the region of the South Pole. Anthony

  crossed the line and rolled down his sleeves as the temperature of the air fell.




  He heard the first whale speech through his microphones as he entered the cold current: the sound hadn’t carried across the turbulent frontier of warm water and cold. The whales were

  unclear, distant and mixed with the sound of the screws, but he could tell from the rhythm that he was overhearing a dialogue. Apparently Sings of Others had joined Two Notches north of Las Madres.

  It was a long journey to make overnight, but not impossible.
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