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John Crowley (1942-   ) is the author of the classic fantasy novel Little, Big
(1981), a monument of the genre and his masterpiece to date, and several
SF novels, including the highly regarded Engine Summer (1979). He is
currently teaching at Yale University and in 1987 embarked on a
multi-volume work of the fantastic which began with Aegypt and continued
with Love and Sleep (1994). He is among the most complex and literate of
writers to emerge from the contemporary genre. Based upon his recent
works, one might usefully consider him a postmodern writer somewhat in
the vein of Thomas Pynchon, who sometimes writes in genre. His writing
adds substance to critic Brian McHale’s contention that contemporary
science fiction is the “paraliterary shadow” of postmodernism.

 
He has written only a dozen or so short stories in the fantastic mode,

and of them only a few are genre science fiction. This long piece is his best
SF story to date. It was first published in his original collection of four
stories, Novelty (1989). It is another SF story about time, in the same
tradition as Jeschke’s “The King and the Dollmaker.” The idea that reality is
somehow malleable, that a different future, even a different present, might
result from some perhaps quite minor change in the past, has become a
staple of science fiction since the 1930s. Here it is richly explored.
 

* * * *
 

GREAT WORK OF TIME
 
 

I: THE SINGLE EXCURSION OF CASPAR LAST
 

I
f what I am to set down is a chronicle, then it must differ from am other
chronicle whatever, for it begins, not in one time or place, but everywhere at
once - or perhaps everywhen is the better word. It might be begun at any
point along the infinite, infinitely broken coastline of time.

 
It might even begin within the forest in the sea: huge trees like

American redwoods, with their roots in the black benthos, and their leaves
moving slowly in the blue currents overhead. There it might end as well.



 
It might begin in 1893 - or in 1983. Yes: it might be as well to begin

with Last, in an American sort of voice (for we are all Americans now, aren’t
we?). Yes, Last shall be first: pale, fattish Caspar Last, on excursion in the
springtime of 1983 to a far, far part of the Empire.
 

* * * *
 
The tropical heat clothed Caspar Last like a suit as he disembarked from
the plane. It was nearly as claustrophobic as the hours he had spent in the
middle seat of a three-across; economy-class pew between two other
cut-rate, one-week-excursion, plane-fare-and-hotel-room holiday-makers in
monstrous good spirits. Like them, Caspar had taken the excursion
because it was the cheapest possible way to get to and from this equatorial
backwater. Unlike them, he hadn’t come to soak up sun and molasses-dark
rum. He didn’t intend to spend all his time at the beach, or even within the
twentieth century.

 
It had come down, in the end, to a matter of money. Caspar Last had

never had money, though he certainly hadn’t lacked the means to make it;
with any application he could have made good money as a consultant to
any of a dozen research firms, but that would have required a certain
subjection of his time and thought to others, and Caspar was incapable of
that. It’s often said that genius can live in happy disregard of material
circumstances, dress in rags, not notice its nourishment, and serve only its
own abstract imperatives. This was Caspar’s case, except that he wasn’t
happy about it: he was bothered, bitter, and rageful at his poverty. Fame he
cared nothing for, success was meaningless except when defined as the
solution to abstract problems. A great fortune would have been
burdensome and useless. All he wanted was a nice bit of change.

 
He had decided, therefore, to use his “time machine” once only,

before it and the principles that animated it were destroyed, for good he
hoped. (Caspar always thought of his “time machine” thus, with
scare-quotes around it, since it was not really a machine, and Caspar did
not believe in time.) He would use it, he decided, to make money.
Somehow.

 
The one brief annihilation of “time” that Caspar intended to allow

himself was in no sense a test run. He knew that his “machine” would
function as predicted. If he hadn’t needed the money, he wouldn’t use it at
all. As far as he was concerned, the principles once discovered, the task
was completed; like a completed jigsaw puzzle, it had no further interest;
there was really nothing to do with it except gloat over it briefly and then



sweep all the pieces randomly back into the box.
 
It was a mark of Caspar’s odd genius that figuring out a scheme with

which to make money out of the past (which was the only “direction” his
“machine” would take him) proved almost as hard, given the limitations of
his process, as arriving at the process itself.

 
He had gone through all the standard wish fulfillments and rejected

them. He couldn’t, armed with today’s race results, return to yesterday and
hit the daily double. For one thing it would take a couple of thousand in
betting money to make it worth it, and Caspar didn’t have a couple of
thousand. More importantly, Caspar had calculated the results of his
present self appearing at any point within the compass of his own biological
existence, and those results made him shudder.

 
Similar difficulties attended any scheme that involved using money to

make money. If he returned to 1940 and bought, say, two hundred shares
of IBM for next to nothing: in the first place there would be the difficulty of
leaving those shares somehow in escrow for his unborn self; there would
be the problem of the alteration this growing fortune would have on the
linear life he had actually lived; and where was he to acquire the five
hundred dollars or whatever was needed in the currency of 1940? The
same problem obtained if he wanted to return to 1623 and pick up a First
Folio of Shakespeare, or to 1460 and a Gutenberg Bible: the cost of the
currency he would need rose in relation to the antiquity, thus the rarity and
value, of the object to be bought with it. There was also the problem of
walking into a bookseller’s and plunking down a First Folio he had just
happened to stumble on while cleaning out the attic. In any case, Caspar
doubted that anything as large as a book could be successfully transported
“through time.” He’d be lucky if he could go and return in his clothes.

 
Outside the airport, Caspar boarded a bus with his fellow

excursionists, already hard at work with their cameras and index fingers as
they rode through a sweltering lowland out of which concrete-block light
industry was struggling to be born. The hotel in the capital was, as he
expected, shoddy - American and intermittently refrigerated. He ceased to
notice it, forwent the complimentary rum concoction promised with his tour,
and after asking that his case be put in the hotel safe - extra charge for that,
he noted bitterly - he went immediately to the Hall of Records in the
government complex. The collection of old survey maps of the city and
environs were more extensive than he had hoped. He spent most of that
day among them searching for a blank place on the 1856 map, a place as
naked as possible of buildings, brush, water, and that remained thus
through the years. He discovered one, visited it by unmuffled taxi, found it



suitable. It would save him from the awful inconvenience of “arriving” in the
“past” and finding himself inserted into some local’s wattle-and-daub wall.
Next morning, then, he would be “on his way.” If he had believed in time, he
would have said that the whole process would take less than a day’s time.

 
Before settling on this present plan, Caspar had toyed with the idea of

bringing back from the past something immaterial: some knowledge, some
secret that would allow him to make himself rich in his own present. Ships
have gone down with millions in bullion: he could learn exactly where.
Captain Kidd’s treasure. Inca gold. Archaeological rarities buried in China.
Leaving aside the obvious physical difficulties of these schemes, he
couldn’t be sure that their location wouldn’t shift in the centuries between his
glimpse of them and his “real” life span; and even if he could be certain, no
one else would have much reason to believe him, and he didn’t have the
wherewithal to raise expeditions himself. So all that was out.

 
He had a more general, theoretical problem to deal with. Of course

the very presence of his eidolon in the past would alter, in however
inconsequential a way, the succeeding history of the world. The comical
paradoxes of shooting one’s own grandfather and the like neither amused
nor intrigued him, and the chance he took of altering the world he lived in
out of all recognition was constantly present to him. Statistically, of course,
the chance of this present plan of his altering anything significantly, except
his own personal fortunes, was remote to a high power. But his scruples
had caused him to reject anything such as, say, discovering the Koh-i-noor
diamond before its historical discoverers. No: what he needed to abstract
from the past was something immensely trivial, something common,
something the past wouldn’t miss but that the present held in the highest
regard; something that would take the briefest possible time and the least
irruption of himself into the past to acquire; something he could reasonably
be believed to possess through simple historical chance; and something
tiny enough to survive the cross-time “journey” on his person.

 
It had come to him quite suddenly - all his ideas did, as though

handed to him - when he learned that his great-great-grandfather had been
a commercial traveler in the tropics, and that in the attic of his mother’s
house (which Caspar had never had the wherewithal to move out of) some
old journals and papers of his still moldered. They were, when he inspected
them, completely without interest. But the dates were right.

 
Caspar had left a wake-up call at the desk for before dawn the next

morning. There was some difficulty about getting his case out of the safe,
and more difficulty about getting a substantial breakfast served at that hour
(Caspar expected not to eat during his excursion), but he did arrive at his



chosen site before the horrendous tropical dawn broke, and after paying
the taxi, he had darkness enough left in which to make his preparations and
change into his costume. The costume - a linen suit, a shirt, hat, boots - had
cost him twenty dollars in rental from a theatrical costumer, and he could
only hope it was accurate enough not to cause alarm in 1856. The last item
he took from his case was the copper coin, which had cost him quite a bit,
as he needed one unworn and of the proper date. He turned it in his fingers
for a moment, thinking that if, unthinkably, his calculations were wrong and
he didn’t survive this journey, it would make an interesting obol for Charon.

 
Out of the unimaginable chaos of its interminable stochastic fiction,

Time thrust only one unforeseen oddity on Caspar Last as he, or something
like him, appeared beneath a plantain tree in 1856: he had grown a beard
almost down to his waist. It was abominably hot.

 
The suburbs of the city had of course vanished. The road he stood by

was a muddy track down which a cart was being driven by a tiny and
close-faced Indian in calico. He followed the cart, and his costume boots
were caked with mud when at last he came into the center of town, trying to
appear nonchalant and to remember the layout of the city as he had studied
it in the maps. He wanted to speak to no one if possible, and he did
manage to find the post office without affecting, however minutely, the
heterogeneous crowd of blacks, Indians, and Europeans in the filthy
streets. Having absolutely no sense of humor and very little imagination
other than the most rigidly abstract helped to keep him strictly about his
business and not to faint, as another might have, with wonder and
astonishment at his translation, the first, last, and only of its kind a man
would ever make.

 
“I would like,” he said to the mulatto inside the brass and mahogany

cage, “an envelope, please.”
 
“Of course, sir.”
 
“How long will it take for a letter mailed now to arrive locally?”
 
“Within the city? It would arrive in the afternoon post.”
 
“Very good.”
 
Caspar went to a long, ink-stained table, and with one of the steel

pens provided, he addressed the envelope to Georg von Humboldt Last,
Esq., Grand Hotel, City, in the approximation of an antique round hand that
he had been practicing for weeks. There was a moment’s doubt as he tried



to figure how to fold up and seal the cumbersome envelope, but he did it,
and gave this empty missive to the incurious mulatto. He slipped his
precious coin across the marble to him. For the only moment of his
adventure, Caspar’s heart beat fast as he watched the long, slow brown
fingers affix a stamp, cancel and date it with a pen-stroke, and drop it into a
brass slot like a hungry mouth behind him.

 
It only remained to check into the Grand Hotel, explain about his

luggage’s being on its way up from the port, and sit silent on the hotel
terrace, growing faint with heat and hunger and expectation, until the
afternoon post.

 
The one aspect of the process Caspar had never been able to

decide about was whether his eidolon’s residence in the fiction of the past
would consume any “time” in the fiction of the present. It did. When, at
evening, with the letter held tight in his hand and pressed to his bosom,
Caspar reappeared beardless beneath the plantain tree in the
traffic-tormented and smoky suburb, the gaseous red sun was squatting on
the horizon in the west, just as it had been in the same place in 1856.

 
He would have his rum drink after all, he decided.
 
“Mother,” he said, “do you think there might be anything valuable in

those papers of your great-grandfather’s?”
 
“What papers, dear? Oh - I remember. I couldn’t say. I thought once

of donating them to a historical society. How do you mean, valuable?”
 
“Well, old stamps, for one thing.”
 
“You’re free to look, Caspar dear.”
 
Caspar was not surprised (though he supposed the rest of the world

was soon to be) that he found, among the faded, water-spotted diaries and
papers, an envelope that bore a faint brown address - it had aged nicely in
the next-to-no-time it had traveled “forward” with Caspar - and that had in its
upper right-hand corner a one-penny magenta stamp, quite
undistinguished, issued for a brief time in 1856 by the Crown Colony of
British Guiana.

 
The asking price of the sole known example of this stamp, a “unique,”

owned by a consortium of wealthy men who preferred to remain
anonymous, was a million dollars. Caspar Last had not decided whether it
would be more profitable for him to sell the stamp itself, or to approach the



owners of the unique, who would certainly pay a large amount to have it
destroyed, and thus preserve their unique’s uniqueness. It did seem a
shame that the only artifact man had ever succeeded in extracting from the
nonexistent past should go into the fire, but Caspar didn’t really care. His
own bonfire - the notes and printouts, the conclusions about the nature and
transversability of time and the orthogonal logic by which it was
accomplished - would be only a little more painful.

 
The excursion was over; the only one that remained to him was the

brief but, to him, all-important one of his own mortal span. He was looking
forward to doing it first class.
 

* * * *
 

II: AN APPOINTMENT IN KHARTOUM
 

It might be begun very differently, though; and it might now be begun again,
in a different time and place, like one of those romances by Stevenson,
where different stories only gradually reveal themselves to be parts of a
whole…
 

* * * *
 
The paradox is acute, so acute that the only possible stance for a chronicler
is to ignore it altogether, and carry on. This, the Otherhood’s central
resignation, required a habit of mind so contrary to ordinary
cause-and-effect thinking as to be, literally, unimaginable. It would only have
been in the changeless precincts of the Club they had established beyond
all frames of reference, when deep in leather armchairs or seated all
together around the long table whereon there names were carved, that they
dared reflect on it at all.

 
Take, for a single but not a random instance, the example of Denys

Winterset. twenty-three years old, Winchester, Oriel College, younger son
of a well-to-do doctor and in 1956 ending a first year as assistant district
commissioner of police in Bechuanaland.

 
He hadn’t done strikingly well in his post. Though on the surface he

was exactly the sort of man who was chosen, or who chose himself, to
serve the empire in those years - a respectable second at Oxford, a
cricketer more steady than showy, a reserved, sensible, presentable lad
with sound principles and few reliefs - still there was an odd strain in him.
Too imaginative, perhaps; given to fits of abstraction, even to what his
commissioner called “tears, idle tears.” Still, he was resourceful and



hardworking; he hadn’t disgraced himself, and he was now on his way north
on the Cape-to-Cairo Railroad, to take a month’s holiday - in Cairo and
England. His anticipation was marred somewhat by a sense that, after a
year in the veldt, he would no longer fit into the comfortable old shoe of his
childhood home; that he would feel as odd and exiled as he had in Africa.
Home had become a dream, in Bechuanaland; if, at home, Bechuanaland
became a dream, then he would have no place real at all to be at home in;
he would be an exile for good.

 
The high veldt sped away as he was occupied with these thoughts,

the rich farmlands of Southern Rhodesia. In the saloon car a young couple,
very evidently on honeymoon, watched expectantly for the first glimpse of
the eternal rainbow, visible miles off, that haloed Victoria Falls. Denys
watched them and their excitement, feeling old and wise. Americans,
doubtless; they had that shy, inoffensive air of all Americans abroad, that
wondering quality as of children let out from a dark and oppressive school
to play in the sun.

 
“There!” said the woman as the train took a bend. “Oh, look, how

beautiful!”
 
Even over the train’s sound they could hear the sound of the falls

now, like distant cannon. The young man looked at his watch and smiled at
Denys. “Right on time,” he said, and Denys smiled too, amused to be
complimented on his railroad’s efficiency. The Bulawayo Bridge - longest
and highest span on the Cape-to-Cairo line - leapt out over the gorge. “My
God, that’s something,” the young man said. “Cecil Rhodes built this,
right?”

 
“No,” Denys said. “He thought of it, but never lived to see it. It would

have been far easier to build it a few miles up, but Rhodes pictured the train
being washed in the spray of the falls as it passed. And so it was built
here.”

 
The noise of the falls was immense now, and weirdly various, a

medley of cracks, thumps, and explosions playing over the constant bass
roar, which was not so much like a noise at all as it was like an eternal
deep-drawn breath. And as the train chugged out across the span, aimed at
Cairo thousands of miles away, passing here the place so hard-sought-for
a hundred years ago - the place where the Nile had its origin - the spray did
fall on the train just as Cecil Rhodes had imagined it, flung spindrift hissing
on the locomotive, drops speckling the window they looked out of and
rainbowing in the white air. The young Americans were still with wonder, and
Denys, too, felt a lifting of his heart.



 
At Khartoum, Denys bid the honeymooners farewell: they were taking

the Empire Airways flying boat from here to Gibraltar, and the Atlantic
dirigible home. Denys, by now feeling quite proprietary about his Empire’s
transportation services, assured them that both flights would also certainly
be right on time, and would be as comfortable as the sleepers they were
leaving, would serve the same excellent meals with the same white napery
embossed with the same royal insignia. Denys himself was driven to the
Grand Hotel. His Sudan Railways sleeper to Cairo left the next morning.

 
After a bath in a tiled tub large enough almost to swim in, Denys

changed into dinner clothes (which had been carefully laid out for him on
the huge bed - for whom had these cavernous rooms been built, a race of
Kitcheners?) He reserved a table for one in the grill room and went down to
the bar. One thing he must do in London, he thought, shooting his cuffs,
was to visit his tailor. Bechuanaland had sweated off his college baby fat,
and the tropics seemed to have turned his satin lapels faintly green.

 
The bar was comfortably filled, before the dinner hour, with men of

several sorts and a few women, and with the low various murmur of their
talk. Some of the men wore white dinner jackets - businessmen and
tourists, Denys supposed - and a few even wore shorts with black shoes
and stockings, a style Denys found inherently funny, as though a tailor had
made a frightful error and cut evening clothes to the pattern of bush
clothes. He ordered a whiskey.

 
Rarely in African kraals or in his bungalow or his whitewashed office

did Denys think about his Empire: or if he did, it was in some local, even
irritated way, of Imperial trivialities or Imperial red tape, the rain-rusted
engines and stacks of tropic-mildewed paperwork that, collectively, Denys
and his young associates called the White Man’s Burden. It seemed to
require a certain remove from the immediacy of Empire before he could
perceive it. Only here (beneath the fans’ ticking, amid the voices naming
places - Kandahar, Durban, Singapore, Penang) did the larger Empire that
Denys had never seen but had lived in in thought and feeling since
childhood open in his mind. How odd, how far more odd really than
admirable or deplorable that the small place which was his childhood,
circumscribed and cozy-gray Westminster, chilly Trafalgar Square of the
black umbrellas, London of the coal-smoked wallpaper and endless
chimney pots -  should have opened itself out so ceaselessly and for so
long into huge hot places, subcontinents where rain never fell or never
stopped, lush with vegetable growth or burdened with seas of sand or
stone. Send forth the best we breed: or at least large numbers of those we
breed. If one thought how odd it was - and if one thought then of what



should have been natural empires, enormous spreads of restless real
property like America or Russia turning in on themselves, making
themselves into what seemed (to Denys, who had never seen them) to be
very small places: then it did seem to be Destiny of a kind. Not a Destiny to
be proud of, particularly, nor ashamed of either, but one whose compelling
inner logic could only be marveled at.

 
Quite suddenly, and with poignant vividness, Denys saw himself, or

rather felt himself once more to be, before his nursery fire, looking into the
small glow of it, with animal crackers and cocoa for tea, listening to Nana
telling tales of her brother the sergeant, and the Afghan frontier, and the
now-dead king he served - listening, and feeling the Empire ranged in
widening circles around him: first Harley Street, outside the window, and
then Buckingham Palace, where the king lived; and the country then into
which the trains went, and then the cold sea, and the Possessions, and the
Commonwealth, stretching ever farther outward, worldwide: but always with
his small glowing fire and his comfort and wonder at the heart of it.

 
So, there he is: a young man with the self-possessed air of an older,

in evening clothes aged prematurely in places where evening clothes had
not been made to go; thinking, if it could be called thinking, of a nursery fire;
and about to be spoken to by the man next down the bar. If his feelings
could be summed up and spoken, they were that, however odd, there is
nothing more real, more pinioned by acts great and small, more clinker-built
of time and space and filled brimful of this and that, than is the real world in
which his five senses and his memories had their being; and that this was
deeply satisfying.

 
“I beg your pardon,” said the man next down the bar.
 
“Good evening,” Denys said.
 
“My name is Davenant,” the man said. He held out a square,

blunt-fingered hand, and Denys drew himself up and shook it. “You are, I
believe, Denys Winterset?”

 
“I am,” Denys said, searching the smiling face before him and

wondering from where he was known to him. It was a big, square,
high-fronted head, a little like Bernard Shaw’s, with ice-blue eyes of that
twinkle; it was crowned far back with a neat hank of white hair, and was
crossed above the broad jaw with upright white mustaches.

 
“You don’t mind the intrusion?” the man said. “I wonder if you know

whether the grub here is as good as once it was. It’s been some time since



I last ate a meal in Khartoum.”
 
“The last time I did so was a year ago this week,” Denys said. “It was

quite good.”
 
“Excellent,” said Davenant, looking at Denys as though something

about the young man amused him. “In that case, if you have no other
engagement, may I ask your company?”

 
“I have no other engagement,” Denys said; in fact he had rather been

looking forward to dining alone, but deference to his superiors (of whom
this man Davenant was surely in some sense one) was strong in him. “Tell
me, though, how you come to know my name.”

 
“Oh, well, there it is,” Davenant said. “One has dealings with the

Colonial Office. One sees a face, a name is attached to it, one files it but
doesn’t forget  that sort of thing. Part of one’s job.”

 
A civil servant, an inspector of some kind. Denys felt the sinking one

feels on running into one’s tutor in a wine bar: the evening not well begun.
“They may well be crowded for dinner,” he said.

 
“I have reserved a quiet table,” said the smiling man, lifting his glass

to Denys.
 
The grub was, in fact, superior. Sir Geoffrey Davenant was an able

teller of tales, and he had many to tell. He was, apparently, no such dull
thing as an inspector for the Colonial Office, though just what office he did
fill Denys couldn’t determine. He seemed to have been “attached to” or
“had dealings with” or “gone about for” half the establishments of the
Empire. He embodied, it seemed to Denys, the entire strange adventure
about which Denys had been thinking when Sir Geoffrey had first spoken to
him.

 
“So,” Sir Geoffrey said, filling their glasses from a bottle of South

African claret - no harm in being patriotic, he’d said, for one bottle - ”so,
after some months of stumbling about Central Asia and making myself
useful one way or another, I was to make my way back to Sadiya. I crossed
the Tibetan frontier disguised as a monk - ”

 
“A monk?”
 
“Yes. Having lost all my gear in Manchuria, I could do the poverty part

quite well. I had a roll of rupees, the films, and a compass hidden inside my



prayer wheel. Mine didn’t whiz around then with the same sanctity as the
other fellows’, but no matter. After adventures too ordinary to describe -
avalanches and so on - I managed to reach the monastery at Rangbok, on
the old road up to Everest. Rather near collapse. I was recovering a bit and
thinking how to proceed when there was a runner with a telegram. From my
superior at Ch’eng-tu. WARN DAVENANT MASSACRE SADIYA, it said.
The Old Man then was famously close-mouthed. But this was particularly
unhelpful, as it did not say who had massacred whom - or why.” He lifted
the silver cover of a dish, and found it empty.

 
“This must have been a good long time ago,” Denys said.
 
“Oh, yes,” Davenant said, raising his ice-blue eyes to Denys. “A good

long time ago. That was an excellent curry. Nearly as good as at
Veeraswamy’s, in London - which is, strangely, the best in the world. Shall
we have coffee?”

 
Over this, and brandy and cigars, Sir Geoffrey’s stories modulated

into reflections. Pleasant as his company was, Denys couldn’t overcome a
sensation that everything Sir Geoffrey said to him was rehearsed, laid on
for his entertainment, or perhaps his enlightenment, and yet with no clue in it
as to why he had thus been singled out.

 
“It amuses me,” Sir Geoffrey said, “how constant it is in human nature

to think that things might have gone on differently from the way they did. In a
man’s own life, first of all: how he might have taken this or that very different
route, except for this or that accident, this or that slight push - if he’d only
known then, and so on. And then in history as well, we ruminate endlessly,
if, what if, if only… The world seems always somehow malleable to our
minds, or to our imaginations anyway.”

 
“Strange you should say so,” Denys said. “I was thinking, just before

you spoke to me, about how very solid the world seems to me, how very
real. And - if you don’t mind my thrusting it into your thoughts - you never did
tell me how it is you come to know my name; or why it is you thought good
to invite me to that excellent dinner.”

 
“My dear boy,” Davenant said, holding up his cigar as though to

defend his innocence.
 
“I can’t think it was chance.”
 
“My dear boy,” Davenant said in a different tone, “if anything is, that

was not. I will explain all. You were on that train of thought. If you will have



patience while it trundles by.”
 
Denys said nothing further. He sipped his coffee, feeling a dew of

sweat on his forehead.
 
“History,” said Sir Geoffrey. “Yes. Of course the possible worlds we

make don’t compare to the real one we inhabit - not nearly so well
furnished, or tricked out with details. And yet still somehow better. More
satisfying. Perhaps the novelist is only a special case of a universal desire
to reshape, to ‘take this sorry scheme of things entire,’ smash it into bits,
and ‘remold it nearer to the heart’s desire’ - as old Khayyam says. The
egoist is continually doing it with his own life. To dream of doing it with
history is no more useful a game, I suppose, but as a game, it shows more
sport. There are rules. You can be more objective, if that’s an appropriate
world.” He seemed to grow pensive for a moment. He looked at the end of
his cigar. It had gone out, but he didn’t relight it.

 
“Take this Empire,” he went on, drawing himself up somewhat to say

it. “One doesn’t want to be mawkish, but one has served it. Extended it a
bit, made it more secure; done one’s bit. You and I. Nothing more natural,
then, if we have worked for its extension in the future, to imagine its
extension in the past. We can put our finger on the occasional bungle, the
missed chance, the wrong man in the wrong place, and so on, and we think:
if I had only been there, seen to it that the news went through, got the guns
there in time, forced the issue at a certain moment - well. But as long as
one is dreaming, why stop? A favorite instance of mine is the American civil
war. We came very close, you know, to entering that war on the
Confederacy’s side.”

 
“Did we.”
 
“I think we did. Suppose we had. Suppose we had at first dabbled -

sent arms - ignored Northern protests - then got deeper in; suppose the
North declared war on us. It seems to me a near certainty that if we had
entered the war fully, the South would have won. And I think a British
presence would have mitigated the slaughter. There was a point, you know,
late in that war, when a new draft call in the North was met with terrible riots.
In New York several Negroes were hanged, just to show how little their
cause was felt.

 
Denys had partly lost the thread of this story, unable to imagine

himself in it. He thought of the Americans he had met on the train. “Is that
so.” he said.

 



“Once having divided the States into two nations, and having helped
the South to win, we would have been in place, you see. The fate of the
West had not yet been decided. With the North much diminished in power -
well. Imagine that by now we, the Empire, would have recouped much of
what we lost in 1780.”

 
Denys contemplated this. “Rather stirring,” he said mildly. “Rather

coldblooded, too. Wouldn’t it have meant condoning slavery? To say
nothing of the lives lost. British, I mean.”

 
“Condoning slavery - for a time. I’ve no doubt the South could have

been bullied out of it. Without, perhaps, the awful results that accompanied
the Northerners doing it. The eternal resentment. The backlash. The near
genocide of the last hundred years. And, in my vision, there would have
been a net savings in red men.” He smiled. “Whatever might be said
against it, the British Empire does not wipe out populations wholesale, as
the Americans did in their West. I often wonder if that sin isn’t what makes
the Americans so gloomy now, so introverted.”

 
Denys nodded. He believed implicitly that his Empire did not wipe out

populations wholesale. “Of course,” he said, “there’s no telling what exactly
would have been the result. If we’d interfered as you say.”

 
“No,” Sir Geoffrey said. “No doubt whatever result it did have would

have to be reshaped as well. And the results of that reshaping reshaped,
too, the whole thing subtly guided all along its way toward the result desired
- after all, if we can imagine how we might want to alter the past we do
inherit, so we can imagine that any past might well be liable to the same
imagining; that stupidities, blunders, shortsightedness, would occur in am
past we might initiate. Oh. yes, it would all have to be reshaped, with each
reshaping…”

 
“The possibilities are endless,” Denys said, laughing. “I’m afraid the

game’s beyond me. I say let the North win - since in any case we can’t do
the smallest thing about it.”

 
“No,” Davenant said, grown sad again, or reflective; he seemed to

feel what Denys said deeply. “No, we can’t. It’s just - just too long ago.”
With great gravity he relit his cigar. Denys, at the oddness of this response,
seeing Sir Geoffrey’s eyes veiled, thought: Perhaps he’s mad. He said,
joining the game. “Suppose, though. Suppose Cecil Rhodes hadn’t died
young, as he did…”

 
Davenant’s eyes caught cold fire again, and his cigar paused in



midair. “Hm?” he said with interest.
 
“I only meant,” Denys said, “that your remark about the British not

wiping out peoples wholesale was perhaps not tested. If Rhodes had lived
to build his empire - hadn’t he already named it Rhodesia - I imagine he
would have dealt fairly harshly with the natives.”

 
“Very harshly,” said Sir Geoffrey.
 
“Well,” Denys said, “I suppose I mean that it’s not always evil effects

that we inherit from these past accidents.”
 
“Not at all,” said Sir Geoffrey. Denys looked away from his regard,

which had grown, without losing a certain cool humor, intense. ‘“Do you
know, by the way, that remark of George Santayana - the American
philosopher - about the British Empire, about young men like yourself?
‘Never,’ he said, ‘never since the Athenians has the world been ruled by
such sweet, just, boyish masters.’ “

 
Denys, absurdly, felt himself flush with embarrassment.
 
“I don’t ramble,” Sir Geoffrey said. “My trains of thought carry odd

goods, but all headed the same way. I want to tell you something, about that
historical circumstance, the one you’ve touched on, whose effects we
inherit. Evil or good I will leave you to decide.

 
“Cecil Rhodes died prematurely, as you say. But not before he had

amassed a very great fortune, and laid firm claims to the ground where that
fortune would grow far greater. And also not before he had made a will
disposing of that fortune.”

 
“I’ve heard stories,” Denys said.
 
“The stories you have heard are true. Cecil Rhodes, at his death, left

his entire fortune, and its increase, to found and continue a secret society
which should, by whatever means possible, preserve and extend the British
Empire. His entire fortune.”

 
“I have never believed it,” Denys said, momentarily feeling

untethered, like a balloon: afloat.
 
“For good reason,” Davenant said. “If such a society as I describe

were brought into being, its very first task would be to disguise, cast doubt
upon, and quite bury its origins. Don’t you think that’s so? In any case it’s



true what I say: the society was founded; is secret; continues to exist; is
responsible, in some large degree at least, for the Empire we now know, in
this year of grace 1956, IV Elizabeth II, the Empire on which the sun does
not set.”

 
The veranda where the two men sat was nearly deserted now; the

night was loud with tropical noises that Denys had come to think of as
silence, but the human noise of the town had nearly ceased.

 
“You can’t know that,” Denys said. “If you knew it, if you were privy to

it, then you wouldn’t say it. Not to me.” He almost added: Therefore you’re
not in possession of any secret, only a madman’s certainty.

 
“I am privy to it,” Davenant said. “I am myself a member. The reason

I reveal the secret to you - and you see, here we are, come to you and my
odd knowledge of you, at last, as I promised - the reason I reveal it to you
is because I wish to ask you to join it. To accept from me an offer of
membership.”

 
Denys said nothing. A dark waiter in white crept close, and was waved

away by Sir Geoffrey.
 
“You are quite properly silent,” Sir Geoffrey said. “Either I am mad,

you think, in which case there is nothing to say; or what I am telling you is
true, which likewise leaves you nothing to say. Quite proper. In your place I
would be silent also. In your place I was. In any case I have no intention of
pressing you for an answer now. I happen to know, by a roundabout sort of
means that if I explained to you would certainly convince you I was mad,
that you will seriously consider what I’ve said to you. Later. On your long
ride to Cairo: there will be time to think. In London. I ask nothing from you
now. Only…”

 
He reached into his waistcoat pocket. Denys watched, fascinated:

would he draw out some sign of power, a royal charter, some awesome
seal? No: it was a small metal plate, with a strip of brown ribbon affixed to it,
like a bit of recording tape. He turned it in his hands thoughtfully. “The
difficulty, you see, is that in order to alter history and bring it closer to the
heart’s desire, it would be necessary to stand outside it altogether. Like
Archimedes, who said that if he had a lever long enough, and a place to
stand, he could move the world.”

 
He passed the metal plate to Denys, who took it reluctantly.
 
“A place to stand, you see,” Sir Geoffrey said. “A place to stand. I



would like you to keep that plate about you, and not misplace it. It’s in the
nature of a key, though it mayn’t look it; and it will let you into a very good
London club, though it mayn’t look it either, where I would like you to call on
me. If, even out of simple curiosity, you would like to hear more of us.” He
extinguished his cigar. “I am going to describe the rather complicated way
in which that key is to be used - I really do apologize for the
hugger-mugger, but you will come to understand - and then I am going to
bid you good evening, your train is an early one? I thought so. My own
departs at midnight. I possess a veritable Bradshaw’s of the world’s
railroads in this skull. Well. No more. I will just sign this - oh, don’t thank me.
Dear boy: don’t thank me.”

 
When he was gone, Denys sat a long time with his cold cigar in his

hand and the night around him. The amounts of wine and brandy he had
been given seemed to have evaporated from him into the humid air, leaving
him feeling cool, clear, and unreal. When at last he rose to go, he inserted
the flimsy plate into his waistcoat pocket; and before he went to bed, to lie a
long time awake, he changed it to the waistcoat pocket of the pale suit he
would wear next morning.

 
As Sir Geoffrey suggested he would, he thought on his ride north of

all that he had been told, trying to reassemble it in some more reasonable,
more everyday fashion: as all day long beside the train the sempiternal
Nile-camels, nomads, women washing in the barge canals, the thin line of
palms screening the white desert beyond - slipped past. At evening, when
at length he lowered the shade of his compartment window? on the
poignant blue sky pierced with stars, he thought suddenly: But how could he
have know he would find me there, at the bar of the Grand, on that night of
this year, at that hour of the evening, just as though we had some
long-standing agreement to meet there?

 
If anything is chance, Davenant had said, that was not.
 
At the airfield at Ismailia there was a surprise: his flight home on the

R101, which his father had booked months ago as a special treat for
Denys, was to be that grand old airship’s last scheduled flight. The oldest
airship in the British fleet, commissioned in the year Denys was born, was
to be mothballed? Dry-docked? Deflated? Denys wondered just what one
did with a decommissioned airship larger than Westminster Cathedral.

 
Before dawn it was drawn from its great hangar by a crowd of

white-clothed fellahin pulling at its ropes - descendants, Denys thought, of
those who had pulled ropes at the Pyramids three thousand years ago,
employed now on an object almost as big but lighter than air. It isn’t



because it is so intensely romantic that great airships must always arrive or
depart at dawn or at evening, but only that then the air is cool and most
likely to be still: and yet intensely romantic it remains. Denys, standing at the
broad, canted windows, watched the ground recede - magically, for there
was no sound of engines, no jolt to indicate liftoff, only the waving, cheering
fellahin growing smaller. The band on the tarmac played “Land of Hope and
Glory.” Almost invisible to watchers on the ground - because of its
heat-reflective silver dome - the immense ovoid turned delicately in the
wind as it arose.

 
“Well, it’s the end of an era,” a red-faced man in a checked suit said

to Denys.
 
“In ten years they’ll all be gone, these big airships. The propeller

chaps will have taken over; and the jet aeroplane, too, I shouldn’t wonder.”
 
“I should be sorry to see that,” Denys said. “I’ve loved airships since I

was a boy.”
 
“Well, they’re just that little bit slower,” the red-faced man said sadly.

“It’s all hurry-up, nowadays. Faster, faster. And for what? I put it to you: for
what?”

 
Now with further gentle pushes of its Rolls-Royce engines, the R101

altered its attitude again; passengers at the lounge windows pointed out the
Suez Canal, and the ships passing; Lake Marcotis; Alexandria, like a
mirage; British North Africa, as far to the left as one cared to point; and the
white-fringed sea. Champagne was being called for, traditional despite the
hour, and the red-faced man pressed a glass on Denys.

 
“The end of an era,” he said again, raising his flute of champagne

solemnly.
 
And then the cloudscape beyond the windows shifted, and all Africa

had slipped into the south, or into the imaginary, for they had already begun
to seem the same thing to Denys. He turned from the windows and decided
- the effort to decide it seemed not so great here aloft, amid the potted
palms and the wicker, with this pale champagne - that the conversation he
had had down in the flat lands far away must have been imaginary as well.
 

* * * *
 

III: THE TALE OF THE PRESIDENT PRO TEM
 



The universe proceeds out of what it has been and into what it will be,
inexorably, unstoppably, at the rate of one second per second, one year
per year, forever. At right angles to its forward progress lie the past and the
future. The future, that is to say, does not lie “ahead” of the present in the
stream of time, but at a right angle to it: the future of any present moment
can be projected as far as you like outward from it, infinitely in fact, but
when the universe has proceeded further, and a new present moment has
succeeded this one, the future of this one retreats with it into the
what-has-been, forever outdated. It is similar but more complicated with the
past.

 
Now within the great process or procession that the universe makes,

there can be no question of “movement,” either “forward” or “back.” The
very idea is contradictory. Any conceivable movement is into the orthogonal
futures and pasts that fluoresce from the universe as it is; and from those
orthogonal futures and pasts into others, and others, and still others, never
returning, always moving at right angles to the stream of time. To the
traveler, therefore, who does not ever return from the futures or pasts into
which he has gone, it must appear that the times he inhabits grow
progressively more remote from the stream of time that generated them,
the stream that has since moved on and left his futures behind. Indeed, the
longer he remains in the future, the farther off the traveler gets from the
moment in actuality whence he started, and the less like actuality the
universe he stands in seems to him to be.

 
It was thoughts of this sort, only inchoate as yet and with the

necessary conclusions not yet drawn, that occupied the mind of the
President pro tem of the Otherhood as he walked the vast length of an iron
and glass railway station in the capital city of an aged empire. He stopped
to take a cigar case from within the black Norfolk overcoat he wore, and a
cigar from the case; this he lit, and with its successive blue clouds hanging
lightly about his hat and head, he walked on. There were hominids at work
on the glossy engines of the empire’s trains that came and went from this
terminus; hominids pushing with their long strong arms the carts burdened
with the goods and luggage that the trains were to carry; hominids of other
sorts, gathered in groups or standing singly at the barricades, clutched their
tickets, waiting to depart, some aided by or waited upon by other species -
too few creatures, in all, to dispel the extraordinary impression of smoky
empty hugeness that the cast-iron arches of the shed made.

 
The President pro tem was certain, or at any rate retained a distinct

impression, that at his arrival some days before there were telephones
available for citizens to use, in the streets, in public places such as this (he
seemed to see an example in his mind, a wooden box whose bright veneer



was loosening in the damp climate, a complex instrument within, of
enameled steel and heavy celluloid); but if there ever had been, there were
none now. Instead he went in at a door above which a yellow globe was
alight, a winged foot etched upon it. He chose a telegraph form from a
stack of them on a long scarred counter, and with the scratchy pen
provided he dashed off a quick note to the Magus in whose apartments he
had been staying, telling him that he had returned late from the country and
would not be with him till evening.

 
This missive he handed in at the grille, paving what was asked in large

coins; then he went out, up the brass-railed stairs, and into the afternoon,
into the quiet and familiar city.

 
It was the familiarity that had been, from the beginning, the oddest

thing. The President pro tem was a man who, in the long course of his work
for the Otherhood, had become accustomed to stepping out of his London
club into a world not quite the same as the world he had left to enter that
club. He was used to finding himself in a London - or a Lahore or a Laos -
stripped of well-known monuments, with public buildings and private ways
unknown to him, and a newspaper (bought with an unfamiliar coin found in
his pocket) full of names that should not have been there, or missing events
that should have been. But here - where nothing, nothing at all, was as he
had known it, no trace remaining of the history he had come from - here
where no man should have been able to take steps, where even Caspar
Last had thought it not possible to take steps - the President pro tem could
not help but feel easy: had felt easy from the beginning. He walked up the
cobbled streets, his furled umbrella over his shoulder, troubled by nothing
but the weird grasp that this unknown dark city had on his heart.

 
The rain that had somewhat spoiled his day in the country had ceased

but had left a pale, still mist over the city, a humid atmosphere that gave to
views down avenues a stage-set quality, each receding rank of buildings
fainter, more vaguely executed. Trees, too, huge and weeping, still and
featureless as though painted on successive scrims. At the great gates,
topped with garlanded urns, of a public park, the President pro tem looked
in toward the piled and sounding waters of a fountain and the dim towers of
poplar trees. And as he stood resting on his umbrella, lifting the last of the
cigar to his lips, someone passed by him and entered the park.

 
For a moment the President pro tem stood unmoving. thinking what

an attractive person (boy? girl?) that had been, and how the smile paid to
him in passing seemed to indicate a knowledge of him, a knowledge that
gave pleasure or at least amusement; then he dropped his cigar end and



passed through the gates through which the figure had gone.
 
That had not been a hominid who had smiled at him. It was not a

Magus and surely not one of the draconics either. Why he was sure he
could not have said: for the same unsayable reason that he knew this city in
this world, this park, these marble urns, these leaf-littered paths. He was
sure that the person he had seen belonged to a different species from
himself, and different also from the other species who lived in this world.

 
At the fountain where the paths crossed, he paused, looking this way

and that, his heart beating hard and filled absurdly with a sense of loss. The
child (had it been a child?) was gone, could not be seen that way, or that
way - but then was there again suddenly, down at the end of a yew alley,
loitering, not looking his way. Thinking at first to sneak up on her, or him,
along the sheltering yews, the President pro tem took a sly step that way;
then, ashamed, he thought better of it and set off down the path at an even
pace, as one would approach a young horse or a tame deer. The one he
walked toward took no notice of him, appeared lost in thought, eyes cast
down.

 
Indescribably lovely, the President pro tem thought: and yet at the

same time negligent and easeful and ordinary. Barefoot, or in light sandals
of some kind, light pale clothing that seemed to be part of her, like a bird’s
dress - and a wristwatch, incongruous, yet not really incongruous at all:
someone for whom incongruity was inconceivable. A reverence - almost a
holy dread - came over the President pro tem as he came closer: as
though he had stumbled into a sacred grove. Then the one he walked
toward looked up at him, which caused the President pro tem to stop still as
if a gun had casually been turned on him.

 
He was known, he understood, to this person. She, or he, stared

unembarrassed at the President pro tem, with a gaze of the most intense
and yet impersonal tenderness, of compassion and amusement and calm
interest all mixed; and almost imperceptibly shook her head no and smiled
again: and the President pro tem lowered his eyes, unable to meet that
gaze. When he looked up again, the person was gone.

 
Hesitantly the President pro tem walked to the end of the avenue of

yews and looked in all directions. No one. A kind of fear flew over him, felt
in his breast like the beat of departing wings. He seemed to know, for the
first time, what those encounters with gods had been like, when there had
been gods; encounters he had puzzled out of the Greek in school.

 



Anyway he was alone now in the park: he was sure of that. At length
he found his way out again into the twilight streets.

 
By evening he had crossed the city and was climbing the steps of a

tall town house, searching in his pockets for the key given him. Beside the
varnished door was a small plaque, which said that within were the offices
of the Orient Aid Society; but this was not in fact the case. Inside was a tall
foyer; a glass-paneled door let him into a hallway wainscoted in dark wood.
A pile of gumboots and rubber overshoes in a corner, macs and umbrellas
on an ebony tree. Smells of tea, done with, and dinner cooking: a stew, an
apple tart, a roast fowl. The tulip-shaped gas lamps along the hall were lit.

 
He let himself into the library at the hall’s end; velvet armchairs

regarded the coal fire, and on a drum table a tray of tea things consorted
with the books and the papers. The President pro tem went to the low
shelves that ran beneath the windows and drew out one volume of an old
encyclopedia, buckram-bound, with marbled fore-edges and illustrations in
brownish photogravure.

 
The Races. For some reason the major headings and certain other

words were in the orthography he knew, but not the closely printed text. His
fingers ran down the columns, which were broken into numbered sections
headed by the names of species and subspecies. Hominidae , with three
subspecies. Draconiidae, with four: here were etchings of skulls. And
lastly Sylphidae , with an uncertain number of subspecies. Sylphidae, the
Sylphids. Fairies.

 
“Angels,” said a voice behind him. The President pro tem turned to

see the Magus whose guest he was, recently risen no doubt, in a
voluminous dressing gown richly figured. His beard and hair were so long
and fine they seemed to float on the currents of air in the room, like
filaments of thistledown.

 
“ ‘Angels,’ is that what you call them?”
 
“What they would have themselves called,” said the Magus. “What

name they call themselves, among themselves, no one knows but they.”
 
“I think I met with one this evening.”
 
“Yes.”
 
There was no photogravure to accompany the subsection on



Sylphidae in the encyclopedia. “I’m sure I met with one.”
 
“They are gathering, then.”
 
“Not… not because of me?”
 
“Because of you.”
 
“How, though,” said the President pro tem, feeling again within him

the sense of loss, of beating wings departing, “how, how could they have
known, how…”

 
The Magus turned away from him to the fire, to the armchairs and the

drum table. The President pro tem saw that beside one chair a glass of
whiskey had been placed, and an ashtray. “Come,” said the Magus. “Sit.
Continue your tale. It will perhaps become clear to you: perhaps not.” He
sat then himself, and without looking back at the President pro tem he said:
“Shall we go on?”

 
The President pro tem knew it was idle to dispute with his host. He

did stand unmoving for the space of several heartbeats. Then he took his
chair, drew the cigar case from his pocket, and considered where he had
left off his tale in the dark of the morning.
 

* * * *
 
“Of course,” he said then, “Last knew: he knew, without admitting it to
himself, as a good orthogonist must never do, that the world he had
returned to from his excursion was not the world he had left. The past he
had passed through on his way back was not ‘behind’ his present at all, but
at a right angle to it; the future of that past, which he had to traverse in order
to get back again, was not the same road, and ‘back’ was not where he got.
The frame house on Maple Street which, a little sunburned, he reentered on
his return was twice removed in reality from the one he had left a week
before; the mother he kissed likewise.

 
“He knew that, for it was predicated by orthogonal logic, and

orthogonal logic was in fact what Last had discovered - the transversability
of time was only an effect of that discovery. He knew it, and despite his
glee over his triumph, he kept his eye open. Sooner or later he would come
upon something, something that would betray the fact that this world was
not his.

 



“He could not have guessed it would be me.”
 
The Magus did not look at the President pro tem as he was told this

story; his pale gray eyes instead wandered from object to object around the
great dark library but seemed to see none of them; what, the President pro
tem wondered, did they see? He had at first supposed the race of Magi to
be blind, from this habitual appearance of theirs; he now knew quite well
that they were not blind, not blind at all.

 
“Go on,” the Magus said.
 
“So,” said the President pro tem, “Last returns from his excursion. A

week passes uneventfully. Then one morning he hears his mother call: he
has a visitor. Last, pretending annoyance at this interruption of his work
(actually he was calculating various forms of compound interest on a half
million dollars), comes to the door. There on the step is a figure in tweeds
and a bowler hat, leaning on a furled umbrella: me.

 
“ ‘Mr. Last,’ I said. ‘I think we have business.’”
 
“You could see by his expression that he knew I should not have

been there, should not have had business with him at all. He really ought to
have refused to see me. A good deal of trouble might have been saved if
he had. There was no way I could force him, after all. But he didn’t refuse;
after a goggle-eyed moment he brought me in, up a flight of stairs (Mama
waiting anxiously at the bottom), and into his study.

 
“Geniuses are popularly supposed to live in an atmosphere of the

greatest confusion and untidiness, but this wasn’t true of Last. The study - it
was his bedroom, too - was of a monkish neatness. There was no sign that
he worked there, except for a computer terminal, and even it was hidden
beneath a cozy that Mama had made for it and Caspar had not dared to
spurn.

 
“He was trembling slightly, poor fellow, and had no idea of the social

graces. He only turned to me - his eyeglasses were the kind that oddly
diffract the eyes behind and make them unmeetable - and said, ‘What do
you want?’ “

 
The President pro tem caressed the ashtray with the tip of his cigar.

He had been offered no tea, and he felt the lack. “We engaged in some
preliminary fencing,” he continued. “I told him what I had come to acquire.
He said he didn’t know what I was talking about. I said I thought he did. He



laughed and said there must be some mistake. I said, no mistake, Mr. Last.
At length he grew silent, and I could see even behind those absurd
goggles that he had begun to try to account for me.

 
“Thinking out the puzzles of orthogonal logic, you see, is not entirely

unlike puzzling out moves in chess: theoretically chess can be played by
patiently working out the likely consequences of each move, and the
consequences of those consequences, and so on; but in fact it is not so
played, certainly not by master players. Masters seem to have a more
immediate apprehension of possibilities, an almost visceral understanding
of the, however rigorously mathematical, logic of the board and pieces, an
understanding that they can act on without being able necessarily to explain.
Whatever sort of mendacious and feckless fool Caspar Last was in many
ways, he was a genius in one or two, and orthogonal logic was one of them.

 
“ ‘From when,’ he said, ‘have you come?’
 
“ ‘From not far on,’ I answered. He sat then, resigned, stuck in a sort

of check impossible to think one’s way out of, vet not mated. ‘Then,’ he
said, ‘go back the same way you came.’

 
“ ‘I cannot,’ I said, ‘until you explain to me how it is done.’
 
“ ‘You know how,’ he said, ‘if you can come here to ask me.’
 
“ ‘Not until you have explained it to me. Now or later.’
 
“ ‘I never will,’ he said.
 
“ ‘You will,’ I said. ‘You will have done already, before I leave.

Otherwise I would not be here now asking. Let us,’ I said, and took a seat
myself, ‘let us assume these preliminaries have been gone through, for
they have been of course, and move ahead to the bargaining. My firm are
prepared to make you a quite generous offer.’

 
“That was what convinced him that he must, finally, give up to us the

processes he had discovered, which he really had firmly intended to
destroy forever: the fact that I had come there to ask for them. Which
meant that he had already somehow, somewhen, already yielded them up
to us.”

 
The President pro tem paused again, and lifted his untouched

whiskey. “It was the same argument,” he said, “the same incontrovertible
argument, that was used to convince me once, too, to do a dreadful thing.”



 
He drank, thoughtfully, or at least (he supposed) appearing thoughtful;

more and more often as he grew older it happened that in the midst of an
anecdote, a relation, even one of supreme importance, he would begin to
forget what it was he was telling; the terrifically improbable events would
begin to seem not only improbable but fictitious, without insides, the
incidents and characters as false as in any tawdry cinema story, even his
own part in them unreal: as though they happened to someone made up -
certainly not to him who told them. Often enough he forgot the plot.

 
“You see,” he said, “Last exited from a universe in which travel

‘through time’ was, apparently, either not possible, or possible only under
conditions that would allow such travel to go undetected. That was apparent
from the fact that no one, so far as Last knew, up to the time of his own
single excursion, had ever detected it going on. No one, from Last’s own
future that is, had ever come ‘back’ and disrupted his present, or the past of
his present: never ever. Therefore, if his excursion could take place, and he
could ‘return,’ he would have to return to a different universe: a universe
where time travel had taken place, a universe in which once-upon-a-time a
man from 1983 had managed to insert himself into a minor colony of the
British Crown one hundred and twenty-seven years earlier. What he couldn’t
know in advance was whether the universe he ‘returned’ to was one where
time travel was a commonplace, an everyday occurrence, something,
anyway, that could deprive his excursion of the value it had; or whether it
was one in which one excursion only had taken place, his own. My
appearance before him convinced him that it was, or was about to become,
common enough: common enough to disturb his own peace and quiet, and
alter in unforeseeable ways his comfortable present.

 
“There was only one solution, or one dash at a solution anyway. I

might, myself, be a singularity in Last’s new present. It was therefore
possible that if he could get rid of me, I would take his process ‘away’ with
me into whatever future I had come out of to get it, and thereupon never be
able to find my way again to his present and disturb it or him. Whatever
worlds I altered, they would not be his, not his anyway who struck the
bargain with me: if each of them also contained a Last, who would suffer or
flourish in ways unimaginable to the Last to whom I spoke, then those
eidolons would have to make terms for themselves. that’s all. The quantum
angle obtruded by my coming, and then the one obtruded by my returning,
divorced all those Lasts from him for all eternity: that is why, though the
angle itself is virtually infinitesimal, it has always to be treated as a right
angle.

 
“Last showed me, on his computer, after our bargain was struck and



he was turning over his data and plans to me. I told him I would not
probably grasp the theoretical basis of the process, however well I had or
would come to manage the practical paradoxes of it, but he liked to show
me. He first summoned up x-y coordinates, quite ordinary, and began by
showing me how some surprising results were obtained by plotting on such
coordinates an imaginary number, specifically the square root of minus
one. The only way to describe what happens, he said, is that the plotted
figure, one unit high, one unit wide, generates a shadow square of the
same measurements ‘behind’ itself, in space undefined by the coordinates.
It was with such tricks that he had begun; the orthogons he obtained had
first started him thinking about the generation of inhabitable - if also
somehow imaginary - pasts.

 
“Then he showed me what became of the orthogons so constructed

if the upright axis were set in motion. Suppose (he said) that this vertical
coordinate were in fact revolving around the axle formed by the other,
horizontal coordinate. If it were so revolving, like an aeroplane propeller, we
could not apprehend it, edge on as it is to us, so to speak; but what would
that motion do to the plots we were making? And of course it was quite
simple, given the proper instructions to the computer, to find out. And his
orthogons - always remaining at right angles to the original coordinates -
began to turn in the prop wash of the whole system’s progress at one
second per second out of the what-was and into the
what-has-never-yet-been; and to generate, when one had come to see
them, the paradoxes of orthogonal logic: the cyclonic storm of logic in
which all travelers in that medium always stand; the one in which Last and I,
I bending over his shoulder hat in hand, he with fat white fingers on his keys
and eyeglasses slipping down his nose, stood even as we spoke: a storm
as unfeelable as Last’s rotating axis was unseeable.”

 
The President pro tem tossed his extinguished cigar into the fading

fire and crossed his arms upon his breast, weary; weary of the tale.
 
“I don’t yet understand,” the other said. “If he had been so adamant,

why would he give up his secrets to you?”
 
“Well,” said the President pro tem, “there was, also, the matter of

money. It came down to that, in the end. We were able to make him a very
generous offer, as I said.”

 
“But he didn’t need money. He had this stamp.”
 
“Yes. So he did. Yes. We were able to pick up the stamp, too, from

him, as part of the bargain. I think we offered him a hundred pounds.



Perhaps it was more.”
 
“I thought it was invaluable.”
 
“Well, so did he, of course. And yet he was not really as surprised as

one might have expected him to be, when he discovered it was not; when it
turned out that the stamp he had gone to such trouble to acquire was in fact
rather a common one. I seemed to see it in his face, the expectation of
what he was likely to find, as soon as I directed him to look it up in his
Scott’s, if he didn’t believe me. And there it was in Scott’s: the one-penny
magenta 1856, a nice enough stamp, a stamp many collectors covet, and
many also have in their albums. He had begun breathing stertorously,
staring down at the page. I’m afraid he was suffering, rather, and I didn’t like
to observe it.

 
“ ‘Come,’ I said to him. ‘You knew it was possible.’ And he did, of

course. ‘Perhaps it was something you did,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you bought the
last one of a batch, and the postmaster subsequently reordered, a thing he
had not before intended to do. Perhaps… ‘ But I could see him think it:
there needed to be no such explanation. He needed to have made no error,
nor to have influenced the moment’s shape in any way by his presence.
The very act of his coming and going was sufficient source of
unpredictable, stochastic change: this world was not his, and minute
changes from his were predicated. But this change, this of all possible
changes…

 
“His hand had begun to shake, holding the volume of Scott’s. I really

wanted now to get through the business and be off, but it couldn’t be
hurried. I knew that, for I’d done it all before. In the end we acquired the
stamp. And then destroyed it, of course.”

 
The President pro tem remembered: a tiny, momentary fire.
 
“It’s often been observed,” he said, “that the cleverest scientists are

often the most easily taken in by charlatans. There is a famous instance,
famous in some worlds, of a scientist who was brought to believe firmly in
ghosts and ectoplasm, because the medium and her manifestations
passed all the tests the scientist could devise. The only thing he didn’t think
to test for was conscious fraud. I suppose it’s because the phenomena of
nature, or the entities of mathematics, however puzzling and elusive they
may be, are not after all bent on fooling the observer; and so a motive that
would be evident to the dullest of policemen does not occur to the genius.”

 
“The stamp,” said the Magus.



 
“The stamp, yes. I’m not exactly proud of this part of the story. We

were convinced, though, that two very small wrongs could go a long way
toward making a very great right. And Last, who understood me and the
‘firm’ I represented to be capable of handling - at least in a practical way -
the awful paradoxes of orthogony, did not imagine us to be also skilled, if
anything more skilled, at such things as burglary, uttering, fraud, and force.
Of such contradictions is Empire made. It was easy enough for us to
replace, while Last was off in the tropics, one volume of his Scott’s stamp
catalog with another printed by ourselves, almost identical to his but
containing one difference. It was harder waiting to see, once he had looked
up his stamp in our bogus volume, if he would then search out some other
source to confirm what he found there. He did not.”

 
The Magus rose slowly from his chair with the articulated dignity, the

wasteless lion’s motion, of his kind. He tugged the bell pull. He picked up
the poker then, and stood with his hand upon the mantel, looking down into
the ruby ash of the dying fire. “I would he had,” he said.

 
The dark double doors of the library opened, and the servant entered

noiselessly.
 
“Refresh the gentleman’s glass,” the Magus said without turning from

the fire, “and draw the drapes.”
 
The President pro tem thought that no matter how long he lived in this

world he would never grow accustomed to the presence of draconics. The
servant’s dark hand lifted the decanter, poured an exact dram into the
glass, and stoppered the bottle again; then his yellow eyes, irises slit like a
cat’s or a snake’s, rose from that task toward the next, the drawing of the
drapes. Unlike the eyes of the Magi, these draconic eyes seemed to see
and weigh everything - though on a single scale, and from behind a veil of
indifference.

 
Their kind, the President pro tem had learned, had been servants for

uncounted ages, though the Magus his host had said that once they had
been masters, and men and the other hominids their slaves. And they still
had. the President pro tem observed, that studied reserve which upper
servants had in the world from which the President pro tem had come, that
reserve which says: Very well, I will do your bidding, better than you could
do it for yourself; I will maintain the illusion of your superiority to me, as no
other creature could.

 



With a taper he lit at the fire, he lit the lamps along the walls and
masked them with glass globes. Then he drew the drapes.

 
“I’ll ring for supper,” the Magus said, and the servant stopped at the

sound of his voice. “Have it sent in.” The servant moved again, crossing the
room on narrow naked feet. At the doorway he turned to them, but only to
draw the double doors closed together as he left.

 
For a time the Magus stood regarding the doors the great lizard had

closed. Then: “Outside the City,” he said, “in the mountains, they have
begun to combine. There are more stories every week. In the old forests
whence they first emerged, they have begun to collect on appointed days,
trying to remember - for they are not really as intelligent as they look - trying
to remember what it is they have lost, and to think of gaining it again. In not
too long a time we will begin to hear of massacres. Some remote place; a
country house; a more than usually careless man; a deed of unfamiliar
horridness. And a sign left, the first sign: a writing in blood, or something
less obvious. And like a spot symptomatic of a fatal disease, it will begin to
spread.”

 
The President pro tem drank, then said softly: “We didn’t know, you

know. We didn’t understand that this would be the result.” The drawing of
the drapes, the lighting of the lamps, had made the old library even more
familiar to the President pro tem: the dark varnished wood, the old tobacco
smoke, the hour between tea and dinner; the draught that whispered at the
window’s edge, the bitter smell of the coal on the grate; the comfort of this
velvet armchair’s napless arms, of this whiskey. The President pro tem sat
grasped by all this, almost unable to think of anything else. “We couldn’t
know.”

 
“Last knew,” the Magus said. “All false, all imaginary, all generated by

the wishes and fears of others: all that I am, my head, my heart, my house.
Not the world’s doing, or time’s, but yours.” The opacity of his eyes, turned
on the President pro tem, was fearful. “You have made me; you must
unmake me.”

 
“I’ll do what I can,” the President pro tem said. “All that I can.”
 
“For centuries we have studied,” the Magus said. “We have spent

lifetimes - lifetimes much longer than yours - searching for the flaw in this
world, the flaw whose existence we suspected but could not prove. I say
‘centuries,’ but those centuries have been illusory, have they not? We
came, finally, to guess at you, down the defiles of time, working your



changes, which we can but suffer.
 
“We only guessed at you: no more than men or beasts can we Magi

remember, once the universe has become different, that it was ever other
than it is now. But I think the Sylphids can feel it change: can know when the
changes are wrought. Imagine the pain for them.”

 
That was a command: and indeed the President pro tem could

imagine it, and did. He looked down into his glass.
 
“That is why they are gathering. They know already of your

appearance; they have expected you. The request is theirs to make, not
mine: that you put this world out like a light.”

 
He stabbed with the poker at the settling fire, and the coals gave up

blue flames for a moment. The mage’s eyes caught the light, and then went
out.

 
“I long to die,” he said.

 
* * * *

 
IV: CHRONICLES OF THE OTHERHOOD

 
Once past the door, or what might be considered the door, or what Sir
Geoffrey Davenant had told him was a club, Denys Winterset was greeted
by the Fellow in Economic History, a gentle, academic-looking man called
Piatt.

 
“Not many of the Fellows about, just now,” he said. “Most of them

fossicking about on one bit of business or another. I’m always here.” He
smiled, a vague, self-effacing smile. “Be no good out there. But they also
serve, eh?”

 
“Will Sir Geoffrey Davenant be here?” Denys asked him. He followed

Piatt through what did seem to be a gentlemen’s club of the best kind:
dark-paneled. smelling richly of leather upholstery and tobacco.

 
“Davenant, oh, yes,” said Piatt. “Davenant will be here. All the

executive committee will get here, if they can. The President-pro tem.” He
turned back to look at Denys over his half-glasses. “All our presidents are 
pro tem.” He led on. “There’ll be dinner in the executive committee’s dining
room. After dinner we’ll talk. You’ll likely have questions.” At that Denys
almost laughed. He felt made of questions, most of them unputtable in any



verbal form.
 
Piatt stopped in the middle of the library. A lone Fellow in a corner by

a green-shaded lamp was hidden by the Times  held up before him. There
was a fire burning placidly in the oak-framed fireplace; above it, a large and
smoke-dimmed painting: a portrait of a chubby, placid man in a hard collar,
thinning blond hair, eyes somehow vacant. Piatt, seeing Deny’s look, said:
“Cecil Rhodes.”

 
Beneath the portrait, carved into the mantelpiece, were words; Denys

took a step closer to read them:
 

To Ruin the Great Work of Time
& Cast the Kingdoms old

Into another mould.
 
“Marvell,” Piatt said. “That poem about Cromwell. Don’t know who

chose it. It’s right, though. I look at it often, working here. Now. It’s down that
corridor, if you want to wash your hands. Would you care for a drink? We
have some time to kill. Ah, Davenant.”

 
“Hullo, Denys,” said Sir Geoffrey, who had lowered his Times . “I’m

glad you’ve come.”
 
“I think we all are,” said Piatt, taking Denys’s elbow in a gentle, almost

tender grasp. “Glad you’ve come.”
 
He had almost not come. If it had been merely an address, a

telephone number he’d been given, he might well not have; but the metal
card with its brown strip was like a string tied round his finger, making it
impossible to forget he had been invited. Don’t lose it, Davenant had said.
So it lay in his waistcoat pocket; he touched it whenever he reached for
matches there; he tried shifting it to other pockets, but wherever it was on
his person he felt it. In the end he decided to use it, as much to get rid of its
importunity as for any other reason - so he told himself. On a wet afternoon
he went to the place Davenant had told him of, the Orient Aid Society, and
found it as described, a sooty French-Gothic building, one of those private
houses turned to public use, with a discreet brass plaque by the door
indicating that within some sort of business is done, one can’t imagine what;
and inside the double doors, in the vestibule, three telephone boxes,
looking identical, the first of which had the nearly invisible slit by the door.
His heart for some reason beat slow and hard as he inserted the card within
this slot - it was immediately snatched away, like a ticket on the



Underground - and entered the box and closed the door behind him.
 
Though nothing moved, he felt as though he had stepped onto a

moving footpath, or onto one of those trick floors in a fun house that slide
beneath one’s feet. He was going somewhere. The sensation was awful.
Beginning to panic, he tried to get out, not knowing whether that might be
dangerous, but the door would not open, and its glass could not be seen
out of either. It had been transparent from outside but was somehow
opaque from within. He shook the door handle fiercely. At that moment the
nonmobile motion reversed itself sickeningly, and the door opened. Denys
stepped out, not into the vestibule of the Orient Aid Society, but into the
foyer of a club. A dim, old-fashioned foyer, with faded Turkey carpet on the
stairs, and an aged porter to greet him; a desk, behind which pigeonholes
held members’ mail; a stand of umbrellas. It was reassuring, almost
absurdly so, the “then I woke up” of a silly ghost story, But Denys didn’t feel
reassured, or exactly awake either.

 
“Evening, sir.”
 
“Good evening.”
 
“Still raining, sir? Take your things?”
 
“Thank you.”
 
A member was coming toward him down the long corridor: Piatt.
 
“Sir?”
 
Denys turned back to the porter. “Your key, sir,” the man said, and

gave him back the metal plate with the strip of brown ribbon on it.
 
“Like a lift,” Davenant told him as they sipped whiskey in the bar.

“Alarming, somewhat, I admit; but imagine using a lift for the first time, not
knowing what its function was. Closed inside a box; sensation of
movement; the doors open, and you are somewhere else. Might seem odd.
Well, this is the same. Only you’re not somewhere else: not exactly.”

 
“Hm,” Denys said.
 
“Don’t dismiss it. Sir Geoffrey,” said Piatt. “It is mighty odd.” He said

to Denys: “The paradox is acute: it is. Completely contrary to the usual
cause-and-effect thinking we all do, can’t stop doing really, no matter how
hard we try to adopt other habits of mind. Strictly speaking it is unthinkable:



unimaginable. And yet there it is.”
 
“Yes,” Davenant said. “To ignore, without ever forgetting, the heart of

the matter: that’s the trick. I’ve met monks, Japanese, Tibetan, who know
the techniques. They can be learned.”

 
“We speak of the larger paradox,” Piatt said to Denys. “The door you

came in by being only a small instance. The great instance being, of
course, the Otherhood’s existence at all: we here now sitting and talking of
it.”

 
But Denys was not talking of it. He had nothing to say. To be told that

in entering the telephone box in the Orient Aid Society he had effectively
exited from time and entered a precinct outside it, revolving between the
actual and the hypothetical, not quite existent despite the solidity of its
parquet floor and the truthful bite of its whiskey; to be told that in these
changeless and atemporal halls there gathered a society - ”not quite a
brotherhood,” Davenant said; “that would be mawkish, and untrue of these
chaps; we call it an Otherhood” - of men and women who by some means
could insert themselves into the stream of the past, and with their
foreknowledge alter it, and thus alter the future of that past, the future in
which they themselves had their original being; that in effect the world
Denys had come from, the world he knew, the year 1956, the whole course
of things, the very cast and flavor of his memories, were dependent on the
Fellows of this Society, and might change at any moment, though if they did
he would know nothing of it; and that he was being asked to join them in
their work - he heard the words, spoken to him with a frightening
casualness; he felt his mind fill with the notions, though not able to do
anything that might be called thinking about them; and he had nothing to
say.

 
“You can see,” Sir Geoffrey said, looking not at Denys but into his

whiskey, “why I didn’t explain all this to you in Khartoum. The words don’t
come easily. Here, in the Club, outside all frames of reference, it’s possible
to explain. To describe, anyway. I suppose if we hadn’t a place like this, we
should all go mad.”

 
“I wonder,” said Piatt, “whether we haven’t, despite it.” He looked at

no one. “Gone mad, I mean.”
 
For a moment no one spoke further. The barman glanced at them, to

see if their silence required anything of him. Then Piatt spoke again. “Of
course there are restrictions,” he said. “The chap who discovered it was
possible to change one’s place in time, an American, thought he had



proved that it was only possible to displace oneself into the past. In a
sense, he was correct…”

 
“In a sense,” Sir Geoffrey said. “Not quite correct. The possibilities

are larger than he supposed. Or rather will suppose, all this from your
viewpoint is still to happen - which widens the possibilities right there, you
see, one man’s future being as it were another man’s past. (You’ll get used
to it, dear boy, shall we have another of these?) The past, as it happens, is
the only sphere of time we have any interest in; the only sphere in which we
can do good. So you see there are natural limits: the time at which this
process was made workable is the forward limit; and the rear limit we have
made the time of the founding of the Otherhood itself. By Cecil Rhodes’s
will, in 1893.”

 
“Be pointless, you see, for the Fellows to go back before the Society

existed,” said Piatt. “You can see that.”
 
“One further restriction,” said Sir Geoffrey. “A house rule, so to

speak. We forbid a man to return to a time he has already visited, at least in
the same part of the world. There is the danger - a moment’s thought will
show you I’m right - of bumping into oneself on a previous, or successive,
mission. Unnerving, let me tell you. Unnerving completely. The trick is hard
enough to master as it is.”

 
Denys found voice. “Why?” he said. “And why me?”
 
“Why,” said Sir Geoffrey, “is spelled out in our founding charter: to

preserve and extend the British Empire in all parts of the world, and to
strengthen it against all dangers. Next, to keep peace in the world, insofar
as this is compatible with the first; our experience has been that it usually is
the same thing. And lastly to keep fellowship among ourselves, this also
subject to the first, though any conflict is unimaginable, I should hope,
bickering aside.”

 
“The Society was founded to be secret,” Piatt said. “Rhodes liked

that idea - a sort of Jesuits of the Empire. In fact there was no real need for
secrecy, not until - well, not until the Society became the Otherhood. This
jaunting about in other people’s histories would not be understood. So
secrecy is important. Good thing on the whole that Rhodes insisted on it.
And for sure he wouldn’t have been displeased at the Society’s scope. He
wanted the world for England. And more. ‘The moon, too,’ he used to say. ‘I
often think of the moon.’ “

 
“Few know of us even now,” Sir Geoffrey said. “The Foreign Office,



sometimes. The PM. Depending on the nature of H.M. Government at any
moment, we explain more, or less. Never the part about time. That is for us
alone to know. Though some have guessed a little, over the years. It’s not
even so much that we wish to act in secret - that was just Rhodes’s silly
fantasy - but well, it’s just damned difficult to explain, don’t you see?”

 
“And the Queen knows of us,” Piatt said. “Of course.”
 
“I flew back with her, from Africa, that day,” Davenant said. “After her

father had died. I happened to be among the party. I told her a little then.
Didn’t want to intrude on her grief, but - it seemed the moment. In the air,
over Africa. I explained more later. Plucky girl,” he added. “Plucky.” He
drew his watch out. “And as for the second part of your question - why you?
- I shall ask you to reserve that one, for a moment. We’ll dine upstairs…
Good heavens, look at the time.”

 
Piatt swallowed his drink hastily. “I remember Lord Cromer’s words to

us when I was a schoolboy at Leys,” he said. “ ‘Love your country,’ he said,
‘tell the truth, and don’t dawdle.’ “

 
“Words to live by,” Sir Geoffrey said, examining the bar chit doubtfully

and fumbling for a pen.
 
The drapes were drawn in the executive dining room; the members of

the executive committee were just taking their seats around a long
mahogany table, scarred around its edge with what seemed to be initials
and dates. The members were of all ages; some sunburned, some pale,
some in evening clothes of a cut unfamiliar to Denys; among them were two
Indians and a Chinaman. When they were all seated, Denys beside Piatt,
there were several seats empty. A tall woman with severe gray hair but
eyes somehow kind took the head of the table.

 
“The President pro tem,” she said as she sat, “is not returned,

apparently, from his mission. I’ll preside, if there are no objections.”
 
“Oh, balls,” said a broad-faced man with the tan of a cinema actor.

“Don’t give yourself airs, Huntington. Will we really need any presiding?”
 
“Might be a swearing-in,” Huntington said mildly, pressing the bell

beside her and not glancing at Denys. “In any case, best to keep up the
forms. First order of business - the soup.”

 
It was a mulligatawny, saffrony and various; it was followed by a

whiting, and that by a baron of claret-colored beef. Through the clashings of



silverware and crystal Denys listened to the table’s talk, little enough of
which he could understand: only now and then he felt - as though he were
coming horribly in two - the import of the Fellows’ conversation: that history
was malleable, time a fiction; that nothing was necessarily as he supposed
it must be. How could they bear that knowledge? How could he?

 
“Mr. Deng Fa-shen, there,” Piatt said quietly to him, “is our physicist.

Orthogonal physics –a s opposed to orthogonal logic - is his invention.
What makes this club possible. The mechanics of it. Don’t ask me to
explain.”

 
Deng Fa-shen was a fine-boned, parchment-colored man with gentle

fox’s eyes. Denys looked from him to the two Indians in silk. Piatt said, as
though reading Denys’s thought: “The most disagreeable thing about old
Rhodes and the Empire of his day was its racialism, of course. Absolutely
unworkable, too. Nothing more impossible to sustain than a world order
based on some race’s supposed inherent superiority.” He smiled. “It isn’t
the only part of Rhodes’? scheme that’s proved unworkable.”

 
The informal talk began to assemble itself, with small nudges from

the woman at the head of the table (who did her presiding with no pomp
and few words), around a single date: 1914. Denys knew something of this
date, though several of the place names spoken of (the Somme, Jutland,
Gallipoli - wherever that was) meant nothing to him. Somehow, in some
possible universe, 1914 had changed everything; the Fellows seemed
intent on changing 1914, drawing it; teeth, teeth that Denys had not known it
had - or might still have once had: he felt again the sensation of coming in
two, and sipped wine.

 
“Jutland,” a Fellow was saving. “All that’s needed is a bit more

knowledge, a bit more jump on events. Instead of a foolish stalemate, it
could be a solid victory. Then, blockade; war over in six months…”

 
“Who’s our man in the Admiralty now? Carteret, isn’t it? Can he-”
 
“Carteret,” said the bronze-faced man, “was killed the last time around

at Jutland.” There was a silence; some of the Fellows seemed to be aware
of this, and some taken by surprise. “Shows the foolishness of that kind of
thinking,” the man said. “Things have simply gone too far by then. That’s my
opinion.”

 
Other options were put forward. That moment in what the Fellows

called the Original Situation was searched for into which a small intrusion
might be made, like a surgical incision, the smallest possible intrusion that



would have the proper effect; then the succeeding Situation was searched,
and the Situation following that, the Fellows feeling with enormous patience
and care into the workings of the past and its possibilities, like a blind man
weaving. At length a decision seemed to be made, without fuss or a vote
taken, about this place Gallipoli, and a Turkish soldier named Mustapha
Kemal, who would be apprehended and sequestered in a quick action that
took or would take place there; the sun-bronzed man would see, or had
seen, to it; and the talk, after a reflective moment, turned again to anecdote
and speculation.

 
Denys listened to the stories, of desert treks and dangerous

negotiations, men going into the wilderness of a past catastrophe with a
precious load of penicillin or of knowledge, to save one man’s life or end
another’s; to intercept one trivial telegram, get one bit of news through,
deflect one column of troops - removing one card from the ever-building
possible future of some past moment and seeing the whole of it collapse
silently, unknowably, even as another was building, just as fragile but
happier: he looked into the faces of the Fellows, knowing that no ruthless
stratagem was beyond them, and yet knowing also that they were men of
honor, with a great world’s peace and benefit in their trust, though the world
couldn’t know it; and he felt an odd but deep thrill of privilege to be here
now, wherever that was - the same sense of privilege that, as a boy, he had
expected to feel (and as a man had laughed at himself for expecting to
feel) upon being admitted to the ranks of those who - selflessly, though not
without reward - had been chosen or had chosen themselves to serve the
Empire. “The difference you make makes all the difference,” his
headmasterish commissioner was fond of telling Denys and his fellows;
and it was a joke among them that, in their form-filling, their execution of
tedious and sometimes absurd directives, they were following in the
footsteps of Gordon and Milner, Warren Hastings and Raffles of
Singapore. And yet - Denys perceived it with a kind of inward stillness. as
though his heart flowed instead of beating - a difference could be made.
Had been made. Went on being made, in many times and places, without
fuss, without glory, with rewards for others that those others could not
recognize or even imagine. He crossed his knife and fork on his plate and
sat back slowly.

 
“This 1914 business has its tricksome aspects,” Piatt said to him.

“Speaking in large terms, not enough can really be done within our time
frames. The Situation that issues in war was firmly established well before:
in the founding of the German Empire under Prussian leadership.
Bismarck. There’s the man to get to, or to his financiers, most of whom
were Jewish - little did they know, and all that. Even Sedan is too late, and
not enough seems to be able to be made, or unmade, out of the Dreyfus



affair, though that does fall within our provenance. No,” he said. “It’s all just
too long ago. If only… Well, no use speculating, is there? Make the best of
it, and shorten the war; make it less catastrophic at any rate, a short, sharp
shaking-out - above all, win it quickly. We must do the best we can.”

 
He seemed unreconciled.
 
Denys said: “But I don’t understand. I mean, of course I wouldn’t

expect to understand it as you do, but… well, you did do all that. I mean we
studied 1914 in school - the guns of August and all that, the 1915 peace,
the Monaco Conference. What I mean is…” He became conscious that the
Fellows had turned their attention to him. No one else spoke. “What I mean
to say is that I know you solved the problem, and how you solved it, in a
general way; and I don’t see why it remains to be solved. I don’t see why
you’re worried.” He laughed in embarrassment, looking around at the faces
that looked at him.

 
“You’re right,” said Sir Geoffrey, “that you don’t understand.” He said

it smiling, and the others were, if not smiling, patient and not censorious.
“The logic of it is orthogonal. I can present you with an even more
paradoxical instance. In fact I intend to present you with it; it’s the reason
you’re here.”

 
“The point to remember.” the woman called Huntington said (as

though to the whole table, but obviously for Denys’s instruction), “is that
here - in the Club - nothing has yet happened except the Original Situation.
All is still to do: all that we have done, all still to do.”

 
“Precisely.” said Geoffrey. “All still to do.” He took from his waistcoat

pocket an eyeglass, polished it with his napkin, and inserted it between
cheek and eyebrow. “You had a question, in the bar. You asked why me,
meaning, I suppose, why is it you should be nominated to this Fellowship,
why you and not another.”

 
“Yes,” said Denys. He wanted to go on, list what he knew of his

inadequacies, but kept silent.
 
“Let me, before answering your question, ask you this,” said Sir

Geoffrey. “Supposing that you were chosen by good and sufficient
standards - supposing that a list had been gone over carefully, and your
name was weighed; supposing that a sort of competitive examination has
been passed by you - would you then accept the nomination?”

 



“I - ” said Denys. All eyes were on him, yet they were not somehow
expectant; they awaited an answer they knew. Denys seemed to know it,
too. He swallowed. “I hope I should,” he said.

 
“Very well,” Sir Geoffrey said softly. “Very well.” He took a breath.

“Then I shall tell you that you have in fact been chosen by good and
sufficient standards. Chosen, moreover, for a specific mission, a mission
of the greatest importance; a mission on which the very existence of the
Otherhood depends. No need to feel flattered; I’m sure you’re a brave lad,
and all that, but the criteria were not entirely your sterling qualities, whatever
they should later turn out to be.

 
“To explain what I mean, I must further acquaint you with what the

oldest, or rather earliest, of the Fellows call the Original Situation.
 
“You recall our conversation in Khartoum. I told you no lie then; it is

the case, in that very pleasant world we talked in, that good year 1956,
fourth of a happy reign, on that wide veranda overlooking a world at peace -
it is the case. I say, in that world and in most possible worlds like it, that
Cecil Rhodes died young, and left the entire immense fortune he had won
in the Scramble for the founding of a secret society, a society dedicated to
the extension of that Empire which had his entire loyalty. The then
Government’s extreme confusion over this bequest, their eventual forming
of a society - not without some embarrassment and doubt - a society from
which this present Otherhood descends; still working toward the same
ends, though the British Empire is not now what Rhodes thought it to be,
nor the world either in which it has its hegemony - well, one of the Fellows is
working up or will work up that story, insofar as it can be told, and it is, as I
say, a true one.

 
“But there is a situation in which it is not true. In that situation which we

call Original - the spine of time from which all other possibilities fluoresce -
Cecil Rhodes, it appears, changed his mind.”

 
Sir Geoffrey paused to light a cigar. The port was passed him. A

cloud of smoke issued from his mouth. “Changed his mind, you see,” he
said, dispersing the smoke with a wave. “He did not die young, he lived on.
His character mellowed, perhaps, as the years fell away; his fortune
certainly diminished. It may be that Africa disappointed him, finally; his
scheme to take over Tanganyika and join the Cape-to-Cairo with a single
All-Red railroad line had ended in failure…”

 
Denys opened his mouth to speak; he had only a week before taken

that line. He shut his mouth again.



 
“Whatever it was,” Sir Geoffrey said, “he changed his mind. His last

will left his fortune - what was left of it - to his old university, a scholarship
fund to allow Americans and others of good character to study in England.
No secret society. No Otherhood.”

 
There was a deep silence at the table. No one had altered his casual

position, yet there was a stillness of utter attention. Someone poured for
Denys, and the liquid rattle of port into his glass was loud.

 
“Thus the paradox,” Sir Geoffrey said. “For it is only the persuasions

of the Otherhood that alter this Original Situation. The Otherhood must
reach its fingers into the past, once we have learned how to do so; we must
send our agents down along the defiles of time and intercept our own
grandfather there, at the very moment when he is about to turn away from
the work of generating us.

 
“And persuade him not to, you see; cause him - cause him not to turn

away from that work of generation. Yes, cause him not to turn away. And
thus ensure our own eventual existence.”

 
Sir Geoffrey pushed back his chair and rose. He turned toward the

sideboard, then back again to Denys. “Did I hear you say ‘That’s
madness’?” he asked.

 
“No,” Denys said.
 
“Oh,” Sir Geoffrey said. “I thought you spoke. Or thought I

remembered you speaking.” He turned again to the sideboard, and
returned again to the table with his cigar clenched in his teeth and a small
box in his hands. He put this on the table. “You do follow me thus far,” he
said, his hands on the box and his eyes regarding Denys from under their
curling brows.

 
“Follow you?”
 
“The man had to die,” Sir Geoffrey said. He unlatched the box. “It was

his moment. The moment you will find in any biography of him you pick up.
Young, or anyway not old; at the height of his triumphs. It would have been
downhill for him from there anyway.”

 
“How,” Denys asked, and something in his throat intruded on the

question; it was a moment before he could complete it: “How did he die?”
 



“Oh, various ways,” Sir Geoffrey said. “In the most useful version, he
was shot to death by a young man he’d invited up to his house at Cape
Town. Shot twice, in the heart, with a Webley .38-caliber revolver.” He took
from the box this weapon, and placed it with its handle toward Denys.

 
“That’s madness,” Denys said. His hands lay along the arms of his

chair, drawing back from the gun. “You can’t mean to say you went back
and shot him, you…”

 
“Not we, dear boy,” Sir Geoffrey said. “We, generally, yes; but

specifically, not we. You.”
 
“No.”
 
“Oh, you won’t be alone - not initially, at least. I can explain why it must

be you and not another; I can expound the really quite dreadful paradox of it
further, if you think it would help, though it seems to me best if, for now, you
simply take our word for it.”

 
Denys felt the corners of his mouth draw down, involuntarily, tightly;

his lower lip wanted to tremble. It was a sign he remembered from early
childhood: what had usually followed it was a fit of truculent weeping. That
could not follow, here, now: and yet he dared not allow himself to speak, for
fear he would be unable. For some time, then, no one spoke.

 
At the head of the table Huntington pushed her empty glass away.
 
“Mr. Winterset,” she said gently. “I wonder if I might put in a word. Sit

down, Davenant, will you, just for a moment, and stop looming over us. With
your permission, Mr. Winterset – Denys - I should like to describe to you a
little more broadly that condition of the world we call the Original Situation.”

 
She regarded Denys with her sad eyes, then closed her fingers

together before her. She began to speak, in a low voice which more than
once Denys had to lean forward to catch. She told about Rhodes’s last sad
bad days; she told of Rhodes’s chum, the despicable Dr. Jameson, and his
infamous raid and the provocations that led to war with the Boers; of the
shame of that war, the British defeats and the British atrocities, the brutal
intransigence of both sides. She told how in those same years the
European powers who confronted each other in Africa were also at work
stockpiling arms and building mechanized armies of a size unheard of in
the history of the world, to be finally let loose upon one another in August of
1914, unprepared for what was to become of them; armies officered by
men who still lived in the previous century, but armed with weapons more



dreadful than they could imagine. The machine gun: no one seemed to
understand that the machine gun had changed war forever, and though the
junior officers and Other Ranks soon learned it, the commanders never did.
At the First Battle of the Somme wave after wave of British soldiers were
sent against German machine guns, to be mown down like grain. There
were a quarter of a million casualties in that battle. And yet the generals
went on ordering massed attacks against machine guns for the four long
years of the war.

 
“But they knew,” Denys could not help saying. “They did know.

Machine guns had been used against massed native armies for years, all
over the Empire. In Afghanistan. In the Sudan. Africa. They knew.”

 
“Yes,” Huntington said. “They knew. And yet, in the Original Situation,

they paid no attention. They went blindly on and made their dreadful
mistakes. Why? How could they be so stupid, those generals and
statesmen who in the world you knew behaved so wisely and so well? For
one reason only: they lacked the help and knowledge of a group of men
and women who had seen all those mistakes made, who could act in secret
on what they knew, and who had the ear and the confidence of one of the
governments - not the least stupid of them either, mind you. And with all our
help it was still a close-run thing.”

 
“Damned close-run,” Piatt put in. “Still hangs in the balance, in fact.”
 
“Let me go on,” Huntington said.
 
She went on: long hands folded before her, eves now cast down, she

told how at the end a million men, a whole generation, lay dead on the
European battlefield, among them men whom Denys might think the
modern world could not have been made without. A grotesque tyranny
calling itself Socialist had been imposed on a war-weakened Russian
empire, only the intervention of a fully mobilized United States had finally
broken the awful deadlock - thereby altering the further history of the world
unrecognizably. She told how the vindictive settlement inflicted on a ruined
Germany (so unlike the wise dispositions of the Monaco Conference, which
had simply reestablished the old pre-Bismarck patchwork of German states
and princedoms) had rankled in the German spirit; how a madman had
arisen and, almost unbelievably, had ridden a wave of resentment and
anti-Jewish hysteria to dictatorship.

 
“Yes,” Denys said. “That we didn’t escape, did we? I remember that,

or almost remember it; it was just before I can remember anything.
Anti-Jewish riots all over Germany.”



 
“Yes,” said Huntington softly.
 
“Yes. Terrible. These nice funny Germans, all lederhosen and cuckoo

clocks, and suddenly they show a terrible dark side. Thousands of Jews,
some of them very highly placed, had to leave Germany. They lost
everything. Synagogues attacked, professors fired. Even Einstein, I think,
had to leave Germany for a time.”

 
Huntington let him speak. When Denys fell silent, unable to remember

more and feeling the eyes of the Fellows on him, Huntington began again.
But the things she began to tell of now simply could not have happened,
Denys thought; no, they were part of a monstrous, foul dream, atrocities on
a scale only a psychopath could conceive, and only the total resources of a
strong and perverted science achieve. When Einstein came again into the
tale, and the world Huntington described drifted ignorantly and inexorably
into an icy and permanent stalemate that could be broken only by the end of
civilization, perhaps of life itself, Denys found a loathsome surfeit rising in
his throat; he covered his face, he would hear no more.

 
“So you see,” Huntington said, “why we think it possible that the life -

nearly over, in any case - of one egotistical, racialist adventurer is worth the
chance to alter that situation.” She raised her eves to Denys. “I don’t say
you need agree. There is a sticky moral question, and I don’t mean to brush
it aside. I only say you see how we might think so.”

 
Denys nodded slowly. He reached out and put his hand on the pistol

that had been placed before him. He lifted his eves and met those of Sir
Geoffrey Davenant, which still smiled, though his mouth and his mustaches
were grave.

 
What they were all telling him was that he could help create a better

world than the original, which Huntington had described; but that was not
how Denys perceived it. What Denys perceived was that reality - reality, the
world he had come from, reality sun-shot and whole - was somehow under
threat from a disgusting nightmare of death, ignorance, and torture, which
could invade and replace it forever unless he acted. He did not think
himself capable of interfering with the world to make it better; but to defend
the world he knew, the world that with all its shortcomings was life and
sustenance and sense and cleanly wakefulness - yes, that he could do.
Would do, with all his strength.

 
Which is why, of course, it was he who had been chosen to do it. He

saw that in Davenant’s eyes.



 
And of course, if he refused, he could not then be brought here to be

asked. If it was now possible for him to be asked to do this by the
Otherhood, then he must have already consented, and done it. That, too,
was in Davenant’s silence. Denys looked down. His hand was on the
Webley; and beside it, carved by a penknife into the surface of the table,
almost obscured by later waxings, were the neat initials D.W.

 
“I always remember what Lord Milner said,” Piatt spoke into his ear. “

Everyone can help.”
 

* * * *
 

V: THE TEARS OF THE PRESIDENT PRO TEM
 

“I remember,” the President pro tern of the Otherhood said, “the light: a
very-clear, very pure, very cool light that seemed somehow potent but
reserved, as though it could do terrible blinding things, and give an
unbearable heat, if it chose - well, I’m not quite sure what I mean.”

 
There was a midnight fug in the air of the library where the President 

pro tem retold his tale. The Magus to whom he told it did not look at him; his
pale gray eyes moved from object to object around the room in the aimless
idiot wandering that had at first caused the President pro tem to believe him
blind.

 
“The mountain was called Table Mountain - a sort of high mesa. What

a place that was then - I think the most beautiful in the Empire, and young
then, but not raw; a peninsula simply made to put a city on, and a city being
put there, beneath the mountain: and this piercing light.

 
“Our party put up at the Mount Nelson Hotel, perhaps a little grand for

the travelers in electroplating equipment we were pretending to be, but the
incognito wasn’t really important, it was chiefly to explain the presence of
the Last equipment among the luggage.

 
“A few days were spent in reconnaissance. But you see - this is

continually the impossible thing to explain - in a sense those of the party
who knew the outcome were only going through the motions of conferring,
mapping their victim’s movements, choosing a suitable moment and all that:
for they knew the story; there was only one way for it to happen, if it was to
happen at all. If it was not to happen, then no one could predict what was to
happen instead; but so long as our party was there, and preparing it, it



would evidently have to happen - or would have to have had to have
happened.”

 
The President pro tem suddenly missed his old friend Davenant,

Davenant the witty and deep, who never bumbled over his tenses, never
got himself stuck in a sentence such as that one; Davenant lost now with
the others in the interstices of imaginary pasthood - or rather about to be
lost, in the near future, if the President pro tem assented to what was asked
of him. “It was rather jolly,” he said, “like a game rather, striving to bring
about a result that you were sure had already been brought about; an old
ritual, if you like, to which not much importance needed to be attached, so
long as it was all done correctly…”

 
“I think,” said the Magus, “you need not explain these feelings that

you then had.”
 
“Sorry,” said the President pro tem. “The house was called Groote

Schuur - that was the old Dutch name, which he’d revived, for a big granary
that had stood on the property; the English had called it the Grange. It was
built on the lower slopes of Devil’s Peak, with a view up to the mountains,
and out to sea as well. He’d only recently seen the need for a house - all his
life in Africa he’d more or less pigged it in rented rooms, or stayed in his
club or a hotel or even a tent pitched outside town. For a long time he
roomed with Dr. Jameson, sleeping on a little truckle bed hardly big enough
for his body. But now that he’d become Prime Minister, he felt it was time
for something more substantial.

 
‘‘It seemed to me that it would have been easier to take him out in the

bush - the bundas; as the Matabele say. Hire a party of natives - wait till all
are asleep - ambush. He often went out into the wilds with almost no
protection. There was no question of honor involved - I mean, the man had
to die, one way or the other, and the more explainably or accidentally the
better. But I was quite wrong - I was myself, still young - and had to be put
right: the one time that way was tried, the assassination initiated a punitive
war against the native populations that lasted for twenty years, which ended
only with the virtual extermination of the Matabele and Mashona peoples.
Dreadful.

 
“No, it had to be the house; moreover, it had to be within a very brief

span of time - a time when we knew he was there, when we knew where his
will was, and which will it was - he made eight or nine in his lifetime - and
when we knew, also, what assets were in his hands. Business and
ownership were fluid things in those days; his partners were quick and



subtle men; his sudden death might lose us all that we were intending to
acquire by it in the wav of a campaign chest, so to speak.

 
“So it had to be the house, in this week of this year, on this night. In

fact orthogonal logic dictated it. Davenant was quite calmly sure of that.
After all, that was the night when it had happened: and for sure we ought not
to miss it.”

 
That was an attempt at the sort of remark Davenant might make, and

the President pro tem smiled at the Magus, who remained unmoved. The
President pro tem thought it impossible that beings as wise as he knew the
one before him to be, no matter how grave, could altogether lack any sense
of humor. For himself, he had often thought that if he did not find funny the
iron laws of orthogony he would go mad; but his jokes apparently amused
only himself.

 
“It was not a question of getting to his house, or into it; he practically

kept open house the year round, and his grounds could be walked upon by
anyone. The gatekeepers were only instructed to warn walkers about the
animals they might come across - he had brought in dozens of species,
and he allowed all but the genuinely dangerous to roam at will. Wildebeest.
Zebras. Impala. And ‘human beings,’ as he always called them, roamed at
will, too; there were always some about. At dinner he had visitors from all
over Africa, and from England and Europe as well; his bedrooms were
often full. I think he hated to be alone. All of which provided a fine setting,
you see, for a sensational - and insoluble - murder mystery: if only the man
could be got alone, and escape made good then through these crowds of
hangers-on.

 
“Our plan depended on a known proclivity of his, or rather two

proclivities. The first was a taste he had for the company of a certain sort of
a young man. He liked having them around him and could become very
attached to them. There was never a breath of scandal in this - well, there
was talk, but only talk. His ‘angels,’ people called them: good-looking,
resourceful if not particularly-bright, good all-rounders with a rough sense of
fun - practical jokes, horseplay - but completely devoted and ready for
anything he might ask them to do. He had a fair crowd of these fellows up at
Groote Schuur just then. Harry Curry, his private secretary. Johnny
Grimmer, a trooper who was never afraid to give him orders - like a
madman’s keeper, some people said, scolding him and brushing dust from
his shoulders; he never objected. Bob Coryndon, another trooper. They’d
all just taken on a butler for themselves, a sergeant in the Inniskillings:
good-looking chap, twenty-three years old. Oddly, they had all been just that
age when he’d taken an interest in them: twenty-three. Whether that was



chance or his conscious choice we didn’t know.
 
“The other proclivity was his quickness in decision-making. And this

often involved the young men. The first expedition into Matabeleland had
been headed up by a chap he’d met at his club one morning at breakfast
just as the column was preparing for departure. Took to the chap instantly:
liked his looks, liked his address. Gave him the job on the spot.

 
“That had worked out very well, of course - his choices often did. The

pioneer column had penetrated into the heart of the bundas, the flag was
flying over a settlement they called Fort Salisbury, and the whole of
Matabeleland was in the process of being added to the Empire. Up at
Groote Schuur they were kicking around possible names for the new
country: Rhodia, perhaps, or Rhodesland. even Cecilia. It was that night that
they settled on Rhodesia.”

 
The President pro tem felt a moment’s shame. There had been,

when it came down to it, no doubt in his mind that what they had done had
been the right thing to do: and in any case it had all happened a long time
ago, more than a century ago in fact. It was not what was done, or that it had
been done, only the moment of its doing, that was hard to relate: it was the
picture in his mind, of an old man (though he was only forty-eight, he looked
far older) sitting in the lamplight reading The Boy’s Own Paper, as
absorbed and as innocent in his absorption as a boy himself; and the
vulnerable shine on his balding crown; and the tender and indifferent night:
it was all that which raised a lump in the throat of the President pro tem and
caused him to pause, and roll the tip of his cigar in the ashtray, and clear his
throat before continuing.

 
“And so,” he said, “we baited our hook. Rhodes’s British South Africa

Company was expanding, in the wake of the Fort Salisbury success. He
was on the lookout for young men of the right sort. We presented him with
one: good-looking lad, public school, cricketer; just twenty-three years old.
He was the bait. The mole. The Judas.”

 
And the bait had been taken, of course. The arrangement’s having

been keyed so nicely to the man’s nature, a nature able to be studied from
the vantage point of several decades on, it could hardly have failed. That
the trick seemed so fragile, even foolish, something itself out of The Boy’s
Own Paper or a story by Henley, only increased the likelihood of its striking
just the right note here: the colored fanatic, Rhodes leaving his hotel after
luncheon to return to Parliament, the thug stepping out of the black noon
shadows with a knife just as Rhode mounts his carriage steps - then the



young man, handily by with a stout walking stick (a gift of his father upon his
departure for Africa) - the knife deflected, the would-be assassin slinking
off, the great man’s gratitude. You must have some reward. Not a bit, sir,
anyone would have done the same; just lucky I was nearby. Come to dinner
at any rate - my house on the hill - anyone can direct you. Allow me to
introduce myself; my name is…

 
No need, sir, everyone knows Cecil Rhodes.
 
And your name is…
 
The clean hand put frankly forward, the tanned, open, boyish face

smiling. My name is Denys Winterset.
 
“So then you see,” the President pro tem said, “the road was open.

The road up to Groote Schuur. The road that branches, in effect, to lead
here: to us here now? speaking of it.”

 
“And how many times since then,” the Magus said, “has the world

branched? How many times has it been bent double, and broken? A
thousand times, ten thousand? Each time growing smaller, haying to be
packed into lesser space, curling into itself like a snail’s shell; growing ever
weaker as the changes multiply, and more liable to failure of its fabric: how
many times?”

 
The President pro tem answered nothing.
 
“You understand, then,” the Magus said to him, “what you will be

asked: to find the crossroads that leads this way and to turn the world from
it.”

 
“Yes.”
 
“And how will you reply?”
 
The President pro tem had no better answer for this question, and he

gave none. He had begun to feel at once heavy as lead and disembodied.
He arose from his armchair, with some effort, and crossed the worn Turkish
carpet to the tall window.

 
“You must leave my house now,” the Magus said, rising from his

chair. “There is much for me to do this night, if this world is to pass out of
existence.”

 



“Where shall I go?”
 
“They will find you. I think in not too long a time.” Without looking back

he left the room.
 
The President pro tem pushed aside the heavy drape the draconic

had drawn. Where shall I go? He looked out the window into the square
outside, deserted at this late and rainy hour. It was an irregular square, the
intersection of three streets, filled with rain-wet cobbles as though with
shiny eggs. It was old; it had been the view out these windows for two
centuries at the least; there was nothing about it to suggest that it had not
been the intersection of three streets for a good many more centuries than
that.

 
And yet it had not been there at all only a few decades earlier, when

the President pro tem had last walked the city outside the Orient Aid
Society. Then the city had been London; it was no more. These three
streets, these cobbles, had not been there in 1983; nor in 1893 either. Yet
there they were, somewhere early in the twenty-first century; there they had
been, too. for time out of mind, familiar no doubt to any dweller in this part
of town, familiar for that matter to the President pro tem who looked out at
them. In each of two lamp-lit cafes on two corners of the square, a man in a
soft cap held a glass and looked out into the night, unsurprised, at home.

 
Someone had broken the rules: there simply was no other

explanation.
 
There had been, of course, no way for anyone, not Deng Fa-shen, not

Davenant, not the President pro tem himself, to guess what the Presided
pro tem might come upon on this, the first expedition the Otherhood was
making into the future: not only did the future not exist (Deng Fa-shen was
quite clear about that), but, as Davenant reminded him, the Otherhood itself,
supposing the continued existence of the Otherhood, would no doubt go
busily on changing things in the past far and near-shifting the ground
therefore of the future the President pro tem was headed for. Deng
Fa-shen was satisfied that that future, the ultimate future, sum of all
intermediate revisions, was the only one that could be plumbed, if any
could; and that was the only one the Otherhood would want to glimpse: to
learn how they would do, or would come to have done; to find out, as
George V whispered on his death-bed, “How is the Empire.”

 
(“Only that isn’t what he said,” Davenant was fond of telling. “That’s

what he was, understandably, reported to have said, and what the Queen



and the nurses convinced themselves they heard. But he was a bit dazed
there at the end, poor good old man. What he said was not ‘How is the
Empire,’ but ‘What’s at the Empire,’ a popular cinema. I happened,” he
always added gravely, “to have been with him.”)

 
The first question had been how far “forward” the Otherhood should

press; those members who thought the whole scheme insane, as Piatt did,
voted for next Wednesday, and bring back the Derby winners please. Deng
Fa-shen was not certain the thrust could be entirely calculated: the
imaginary futures of imaginary pasts were not, he thought, likely to be under
the control of even the most penetrating orthogonal engineering. Sometime
in the first decades of the next century was at length agreed upon, a time
just beyond the voyager’s own mortal span - for the house rule seemed, no
one could say quite why, to apply in both directions - and for as brief a stay
as was consistent with learning what was up.

 
The second question - who was to be the voyager - the President pro

tem had answered by fiat, assuming an executive privilege he just at that
moment claimed to exist, and cutting off further debate. (Why exactly did he
insist? I’m not certain why, except that it was not out of a sense of
adventure, or of fun or curiosity: whatever of those qualities he may once
have had had been much worn away in his rise to the Presidency pro tem
of the Otherhood. A sense of duty may have been part of it. It may have
been to forestall the others, out of a funny sort of premonition. Duty, and
premonition: of what, though? Of what?)

 
“It’ll be quite different from any of our imaginings, you know,”

Davenant said, who for some reason had not vigorously contested the
President’s decision. “The future of all possible pasts. I envy you, I do. I
should rather like to see it for myself.”

 
Quite different from any of our imaginings: very well. The President 

pro tem had braced himself for strangeness. What he had not expected
was familiarity. Familiarity - cozy as an old shoe - was certainly different
from his imaginings.

 
And yet what was it he was familiar with? He had stepped out of his

club in London and found himself to be, not in the empty corridors of the
Orient Aid Society that he knew well, but in private quarters of some kind
that he had never seen before. It reminded him, piercingly, of a place he
did know, but what place he could not have said: some don’s rich but musty
rooms, some wealthy and learned bachelor’s digs. How had it come to be?

 



And how had it come to be lit by gas?
 
One of the pleasant side effects (most of the members thought it

pleasant) of the Otherhood’s endless efforts in the world had been a
general retardation in the rate of material progress: so much of that
progress had been, on the one hand, the product of the disastrous wars
that it was the Otherhood’s chief study to prevent, and on the other hand,
American. The British Empire moved more slowly, a great beast without
predators, and naturally conservative; it clung to proven techniques and
could impose them on the rest of the world by its weight. The telephone,
the motor car, the flying boat, the wireless, all were slow to take root in the
Empire that the Otherhood shaped. And yet surely, the President pro tem
thought, electricity was in general use in London in 1893, before which date
no member could alter the course of things. And gas lamps lit this place.

 
Pondering this, the President pro tem had entered the somber and

apparently little-used dining room and seen the draconic standing in the
little butler’s pantry: silent as a statue (asleep, the President pro tem would
later deduce, with lidless eyes only seeming to be open); a polishing-cloth
in his claw, and the silver before him; his heavy jaws partly open, and his
weight balanced on the thick stub of tail. He wore a baize apron and black
sleeve garters to protect his clothes.

 
Quite different from our imaginings: and yet no conceivable amount of

tinkering with the twentieth century, just beyond which the President pro tem
theoretically stood, could have brought forth this butler, in wing collar and
green apron, the soft gaslight ashine on his bald brown head.

 
So someone had broken the rules. Someone had dared to regress

beyond 1893 and meddle in the farther past. That was not, in itself,
impossible; Caspar Last had done it on his first and only excursion. It had
only been thought impossible for the Otherhood to do it, because it would
have taken them “back” before the Otherhood’s putative existence, and
therefore before the Otherhood could have wrested the techniques of such
travel from Last’s jealous grip, a power they acquired by already having it -
that was what the President pro tem had firmly believed.

 
But it was not, apparently, so. Somewhen in that stretch of years that

fell between his entrance into the telephone box of the Club and his exit
from it into this familiar and impossible world, someone - many someones,
or someone many times - had gone “back” far before Rhodes’s death: had
gone back far enough to initiate this house, this city, these races who were
not men.



 
A million years? It couldn’t have been less. It didn’t seem possible it

could be less.
 
And who, then? Deng Fa-shen, the delicate, brilliant Chinaman, who

had thoughts and purposes he kept to himself; the only one of them who
might have been able to overcome the theoretical limits? Or Piatt, who was
never satisfied with what was possible within what he called “the damned
parameters”?

 
Or Davenant. Davenant, who was forever quoting Khayyam: Ah, Lore,

couldst thou and I with Him conspire To take this sorry scheme of things
entire; Would we not smash it into pieces, then Remold it nearer to the
heart’s desire…

 
“There is,” said the Magus behind him, “one other you have not

thought of.”
 
The President pro tem let fall the drape and turned from the window.

The Magus stood in the doorway, a great ledger in his arms. His eyes did
not meet the President pro tem’s, and yet seemed to regard him anyway,
like the blind eyes of a statue.

 
One other… Yes, the President pro tem saw, there was one other

who might have done this. One other, not so good at the work perhaps as
others, as Davenant for example, but who nonetheless would have been, or
would come to have been, in a position to take such steps. The President 
pro tem would not have credited himself with the skill, or the nerve, or the
dreadnought power. But how else to account for the familiarity, the
bottomless suitability to him of this world he had never before seen?

 
“Between the time of your people’s decision to plumb our world,” said

the Magus, “and the time of your standing here within it, you must yourself
have brought it into being. I see no likelier explanation.”

 
The President pro tem stood still with wonder at the efforts he was

apparently to prove capable of making. A million years at least: a million
years. How had he known where to begin? Where had he found, would he
find, the time?

 
“Shall I ring,” the Magus said, “or will you let yourself out?”

 
* * * *



 
Deng Fa-shen had always said it, and anyone who traveled in them knew it
to be so: the imaginary futures and imaginary pasts of orthogony are
imaginary only in the sense that imaginary numbers (which they very much
resemble) are imaginary. To a man walking within one, it alone is real, no
matter how strange; it is all the others, standing at angles to it, which exist
only in imagination. Nightlong the President pro tem walked the city, with a
measured and unhurried step, but with a constant tremor winding round his
rib cage, waiting for what would become of him, and observing the world he
had made.

 
Of course it could not continue to exist. It should not ever have come

into existence in the first place; his own sin (if it had been his) had
summoned it out of nonbeing, and his repentance must expunge it. The
Magus who had taken his confession (which the President pro tem had
been unable to withhold from him) had drawn that conclusion: it must be put
out, like a light. And yet how deeply the President pro tem wanted it to last
forever; how deeply he believed it ought to last forever.

 
The numinous and inhuman angels, about whom nothing could be

said, beings with no ascertainable business among the lesser races and
yet beings without whom, the President pro tem was sure, this world could
not go on functioning. They lived (endless?) lives unimaginable to men, and
perhaps to Magi, too, who yet sought continually for knowledge of them:
Magi, highest of the hominids, gentle and wise vet inflexible of purpose,
living in simplicity and solitude (Were there females? Where? Doing what?)
and yet from their shabby studies influencing, perhaps directing, the lives of
mere men. The men, such as himself, clever and busy, with their inventions
and their politics and their affairs. The lesser hominids, strong,
sweet-natured, comic, like placid trolls. The draconics.

 
It was not simply a world inhabited by intelligent races of different

kinds: it was a harder thing to grasp than that. The lives of the races
constituted different universes of meaning, different constructions of reality;
it was as though four or five different novels, novels of different kinds by
different and differently limited writers, were to become interpenetrated and
conflated: inside a gigantic Russian thing a stark and violent policier, and
inside that something Dickensian, full of plot, humors, and eccentricity.
Such an interlacing of mutually exclusive universes might be comical, like a
sketch in Punch; it might be tragic, too. And it might be neither: it might
simply be what is, the given against which all airy imaginings must finally be
measured: reality.

 



Near dawn the President pro tem stood leaning on a parapet of
worked stone that overlooked a streetcar roundabout. A car had just ended
its journey there, and the conductor and the motorman descended, squat
hominids in great-coats and peaked caps. With their long strong arms they
began to swing the car around for its return journey. The President pro tem
gazed down at this commonplace sight; his nose seemed to know the
smell of that car’s interior, his bottom to know the feel of its polished seats.
But he knew also that yesterday there had not been streetcars in this city.
Today they had been here for decades.

 
No, it was no good, the President pro tem knew: the fabric of this

world he had made - if it had been he - was fatally weakened with irreality. It
was a botched job: as though he were that god of the Gnostics who made
the material world, a minor god unversed in putting time together with
space. He had not worked well. And how could he have supposed it would
be otherwise? What had got into him, that he had dared?

 
“No,” said the angel who stood beside him. “You should not think that

it was you.”
 
“If not me,” said the President pro tem, “then who?”
 
“Come,” said the angel. She (I shall say “she”) slipped a small cool

hand within his hand. “Let’s go over the tracks, and into the trees beyond
that gate.”

 
A hard and painful stone had formed in the throat of the President pro

tem. The angel beside him led him like a daughter, like the daughter of old
blind Oedipus. Within the precincts of the park - which apparently had its
entrance or its entrances where the angels needed them to be - he was led
down an avenue of yew and dim towers of poplar toward the piled and
sounding waters of a fountain. They sat together on the fountain’s marble
lip.

 
“The Magus told me,” the President pro tem began, “that you can feel

the alterations that we make, back then. Is that true?”
 
“It’s like the snap of a whip infinitely long,” the angel said. “The whole

length of time snapped and laid out differently: not only the length of time
backward to the time of the change, but the length of the future forward. We
felt ourselves, come into being, oldest of the Old Races (though the last
your changes brought into existence); we saw in that moment the aeons of
our past, and we guessed our future, too.”



 
The President pro tem took out his pocket handkerchief and pressed

it to his face. He must weep, yet no tears came.
 
“We love this world - this only world –j ust as you do,” she said. “We

love it, and we cannot bear to feel it sicken and fail. Better that it not have
been than that it die.”

 
“I shall do all I can,” said the President pro tem. “I shall find who has

done this - I suppose I know who it was, if it wasn’t me - and dissuade him.
Teach him, teach him what I’ve learned, make him see…”

 
“You don’t yet understand,” the angel said with careful kindness but at

the same time glancing at her wristwatch. “There is no one to tell. There is
no one who went beyond the rules.”

 
“There must have been,” said the President pro tem. “You, your time,

it just isn’t that far along from ours, from mine! To make this world, this city,
these races…”

 
“Not far along in time,” said the angel, “but many times removed. You

know it to be so: whenever you, your Otherhood, set out across the
timelines, your passage generated random variation in the worlds you
arrived in. Perhaps you didn’t understand how those variations accumulate,
here at the sum end of your journeyings.”

 
“But the changes were so minute!” said the President pro tem. “Deng

Fa-shen explained it. A molecule here and there, no more; the position of a
distant star; some trivial thing, the name of a flower or a village. Too few,
too small even to notice.”

 
“They increase exponentially with every alteration - and your

Otherhood has been busy since you last presided over them. Through the
days random changes accumulate, tiny errors silting up like the blown sand
that fills the streets of a desert city, that buries it at last.”

 
“But why these changes?” asked the President pro tem desperately.

“It can’t have been chance that a world like this was the sum of those
histories, it can’t be. A world like this…”

 
“Chance, perhaps. Or it may be that as time grows softer the world

grows more malleable by wishes. There is no reason to believe this, yet
that is what we believe. You - all of you - could not have known that you



were bringing this world into being; and yet this is the world you wanted.”
 
She reached out to let the tossed foam of the fountain fall into her

hand. The President pro tem thought of the bridge over the Zambezi, far
away; the tossed foam of the Falls. It was true: this is what they had striven
for: a world of perfect hierarchies, of no change forever. God, how they
must have longed for it! The loneliness of continual change - no outback,
no bundas so lonely. He had heard how men can be unsettled for days, for
weeks, who have lived through earthquakes and felt the earth to be
uncertain: what of his Fellows, who had felt time and space picked apart,
never to be rewoven that way again, and not once but a hundred times?
What of himself?

 
“I shall tell you what I see at the end of all your wishings,” said the

angel softly. “At the far end of the last changed world, after there is nothing
left that can change. There is then only a forest, growing in the sea. I say
‘forest’ and I say ‘sea,’ though whether they are of the kind I know, or some
other sort of thing, I cannot say. The sea is still and the forest is thick; it
grows upward from the black bottom, and its topmost branches reach into
the sunlight, which penetrates a little into the warm upper waters. That’s all.
There is nothing else anywhere forever. Your wishes have come true: the
Empire is quiet. There is not, nor will there be, change anymore; never will
one thing be confused again with another; higher for lower, better for
lesser, master for servant. Perpetual Peace.”

 
The President pro tem was weeping now, painful sobs drawn up from

an interior he had long kept shut and bolted. Tears ran down his cheeks,
into the corners of his mouth, under his hard collar. He knew what he must
do, but not how? to do it.

 
“The Otherhood cannot be dissuaded from this,” the angel said,

putting a hand on the wrist of the President pro tem. “For all of it, including
our sitting here now, all of it - and the forest in the sea - is implicit in the very
creation of the Otherhood itself.”

 
“But then…”
 
“Then the Otherhood must be uncreated.”
 
“I can’t do that.”
 
“You must.”
 



“No, no, I can’t.” He had withdrawn from her pellucid gaze, horrified. “I
mean it isn’t because… if it must be done, it must be. But not by me.”

 
“Why?”
 
“It would be against the rules given me. I don’t know what the result

would be. I can’t imagine. I don’t want to imagine.”
 
“Rules?”
 
“The Otherhood came into being,” said the President pro tem, “when

a British adventurer, Cecil Rhodes, was shot and killed by a young man
called Denys Winterset.”

 
“Then you must return and stop that killing.”
 
“But you don’t see!” said the President pro tem in great distress. “The

rules given the Otherhood forbid a Fellow from returning to a time and
place that he formerly altered by his presence…”

 
“And…”
 
“And I am myself that same Denys Winterset.”
 
The angel regarded the President pro tem - the Honorable Denys

Winterset, fourteenth President pro tem of the Otherhood - and her
translucent face registered a sweet surprise, as though the learning of
something she had not known gave her pleasure. She laughed, and her
laughter was not different from the plashing of the fountain by which they
sat. She laughed and laughed, as the old man in his black coat and hat sat
silent beside her, bewildered and afraid.
 

* * * *
 

VI: THE BOY DAVID OF HYDE PARK CORNER
 

There are days when I seem genuinely to remember, and days when I do
not remember at all: days when I remember only that sometimes I
remember. There are days on which I think I recognize another like myself:
someone walking smartly along the Strand or Bond Street, holding the 
Times  under one arm and walking a furled umbrella with the other - a sort of
military bearing, mustaches white (older than when I seem to have known
him, but then so am I, of course), and cheeks permanently tanned by some



faraway sun. I do not catch his eye, nor he mine, though I am tempted to
stop him, to ask him… Later on I wonder - if I can remember to wonder -
whether he, too, is making a chronicle, in his evenings, writing up the story:
a story that can be told in any direction, starting from any when, leading on
to a forest in the sea.

 
I won’t look any longer into this chronicle I’ve compiled. I shall only

complete it.
 
My name is Denys Winterset. I was born in London in 1933; I was the

only son of a Harley Street physician, and my earliest memory is of coming
upon my father in tears in his surgery: he had just heard the news that the
R101 dirigible had crashed on its maiden flight, killing all those aboard.

 
We lived then above my father’s offices, in a little building whose

nursery I remember distinctly, though I was taken to the country with the
other children of London when I was only six, and that building was knocked
down by a bomb in 1940. A falling wall killed my mother; my father was on
ambulance duty in the East End and was spared.

 
He didn’t know quite what to do with me, nor I with myself; I have been

torn all my life between the drive to discover what others whom I love and
admire expect of me, and my discovery that then I don’t want to do it, really.
After coming down from the University I decided, out of a certain perversity
which my father could not sympathize with, to join the Colonial Service. He
could not fathom why I would want to fasten myself to an enterprise that
everyone save a few antediluvian colonels and letter writers to the Times
could see was a dead animal. And I couldn’t explain. Psychoanalysis later
suggested that it was quite simply because no one wanted me to do it. The
explanation has since come to seem insufficient to me.

 
That was a strange late blooming of Empire in the decade after the

war, when the Colonial Office took on factitious new life, and thousands of
us went out to the Colonies. The Service became larger than it had been in
years, swollen with ex-officers too accustomed to military life to do anything
else, and with the innocent and the confused, like myself. I ended up a
junior member of a transition team in a Central African country I shall not
name, helping see to it that as much was given to the new native
government as they could be persuaded to accept, in the way of a
parliament, a well-disciplined army, a foreign service, a judiciary.

 
It was not after all very much. Those institutions that the British are

sure no civilized nation can do without were, in the minds of many Africans
who spoke freely to me, very like those exquisite japanned toffee-boxes



from Fortnum & Mason that you used often to come across in native kraals,
because the chieftains and shamans loved them so, to keep their juju in.
Almost as soon as I arrived, it became evident that the commander in chief
of the armed forces was impatient with the pace of things, and felt the need
of no special transition to African, i.e., his own, control of the state. The
most our Commission were likely to accomplish was to get the British
population out without a bloodbath.

 
Even that would not be easy. We - we young men - were saddled with

the duty of explaining to aged planters that there was no one left to defend
their estates against confiscation, and that under the new constitution they
hadn’t a leg to stand on, and that despite how dearly their overseers and
house people loved them, they ought to begin seeing what they could pack
into a few small trunks. On the other hand, we were to calm the fears of
merchants and diamond factors, and tell them that if they all simply dashed
for it, they could easily precipitate a closing of the frontiers, with incalculable
results.

 
There came a night when, more than usually certain that not a single

Brit under my care would leave the country alive, nor deserved to either, I
stood at the bar of the Planters’ (just renamed the Republic) Club, drinking
gin and Italian (tonic hadn’t been reordered in weeks) and listening to the
clacking of the fans. A fellow I knew slightly as a regular here saluted me; I
nodded and returned to my thoughts. A moment later I found him next to
me.

 
“I wonder,” he said, “if I might have your ear for a moment.”
 
The expression, in his mouth, was richly comic, or perhaps it was my

exhaustion. He waited for my laughter to subside before speaking. He was
called Rossie, and he’d spent a good many years in Africa, doing whatever
came to hand. He was one of those Englishmen whom the sun turns not
brown but only gray and greasy; his eyes were always watery, the cups of
his lids red and painful to look at.

 
“I am,” he said at last, “doing a favor for a chap who would like your

help.”
 
“I’ll do what I can,” I said.
 
“This is a chap,” he said, “who has been too long in this country, and

would like to leave it.”
 
“There are many in his situation.”



 
“Not quite.”
 
“What is his name?” I said, taking out a memorandum book. “I’ll pass

it or. to the Commission.”
 
“Just the point,” Rossie said. He drew closer to me. At the other end

of the bar loud laughter arose from a group consisting of a newly
commissioned field marshal - an immense, glossy, nearly blue-black man -
and his two colonels both British, both small and lean. They laughed when
the field marshal laughed, though their laugh was not so loud, nor their teeth
so large and white.

 
“He’ll want to tell you his name himself,” Rossie said. “I’ve only

brought the message. He wants to see you, to talk to you. I said I’d tell vou.
That’s all.”

 
“To tell us…”
 
“Not you, all of you. You: you.”
 
I drank. The warm, scented liquor was thick in my throat. “Me?”
 
“What he asked me to ask you,” Rossie said, growing impatient, “was

would you come out to his place, and see him. It isn’t far. He wanted you,
no one else. He said I was to insist. He said you were to come alone. He’ll
send a boy of his. He said tell no one.”

 
There were many reasons why a man might want to do business with

the Commission privately. I could think of none why it should be done with
me alone. I agreed, with a shrug. Rossie seemed immediately to put the
matter out of his mind, mopped his red face, and ordered drinks for both of
us. by the time they were brought we were already discussing the Imperial
groundnut scheme, which was to have kept this young republic
self-sufficient, but which, it was now evident, would do no such thing.

 
I too put what had been asked of me out of my mind, with enough

success that when on a windless and baking afternoon a native boy shook
me awake from a nap, I could not imagine why.

 
“Who are you? What are you doing in my bungalow?”
 
He only stared down at me, as though it were he who could not think

why I should be there before him. Questions in his own language got no



response either. At length he backed out the door, clearly wanting me to
follow; and so I did, with the dread one feels on remembering an
unpleasant task one has contrived to neglect. I found him outside, standing
beside my Land-Rover, ready to get aboard.

 
“All right,” I said. “Very well.” I got into the driver’s seat. “Point the

way.”
 
It was a small spread of tobacco and a few dusty cattle an hour’s

drive from town, a low bungalow looking beaten in the ocher heat. He gave
no greeting as I alighted from the Land-Rover but stood in the shadows of
the porch unmoving: as though he had stood so a long time. He went back
into the house as I approached, and when I went in, he was standing
against the netting of the window, the light behind him. That seemed a
conscious choice. He was smiling, I could tell: a strange and eager smile.

 
“I’ve waited a long time for you,” he said. “I don’t mind saying.”
 
“I came as quickly as I could,” I said.
 
“There was no way for me to know, you see,” he said, “whether you’d

come at all.”
 
“Your boy was quite insistent,” I said. “And Mr. Rossie-”
 
“I meant: to Africa.” His voice was light, soft, and dry. “There being so

much less reason for it, now. I’ve wondered often. In fact I don’t think a day
has passed this year when I haven’t wondered.” Keeping his back to the
sunward windows, he moved to sit on the edge of a creaking wicker sofa.
“You’ll want a drink,” he said.

 
“No.” The place was filled with the detritus of an African bachelor

farmer’s digs: empty paraffin tins, bottles, tools, hanks of rope and motor
parts. He put a hand behind him without looking and put it on the bottle he
was no doubt accustomed to find there. “I tried to think reasonably about it,”
he said, pouring a drink. “As time went on, and things began to sour here, I
came to be more and more certain that no lad with any pluck would throw
himself away down here. And yet I couldn’t know. Whether there might not
be some impulse, I don’t know, traveling to you from - elsewhere… I even
thought of writing to you. Though whether to convince you to come or to
dissuade you I’d no idea.”

 
I sat, too. A cool sweat had gathered on my neck and the backs of my

hands.



 
“Then,” he said, “when I heard you’d come - well, I was afraid, frankly.

I didn’t know what to think.” He dusted a fly from the rim of his glass, which
he had not tasted. “You see,” he said, “this was against the rules given me.
That I - that I and - that you and I should meet.”

 
Perhaps he’s mad, I thought, and even as I thought it I felt intensely

the experience called déjà vu, an experience I have always hated, hated
like the nightmare. I steeled myself to respond coolly and took out my
memorandum book and pencil. “I’m afraid you’ve rather lost me,” I said -
briskly I hoped. “Perhaps we’d better start with your name.”

 
“Oh,” he said, smiling again his mirthless smile, “not the hardest

question first, please.”
 
Without having, so far as I knew, the slightest reason for it, I began to

feel intensely sorry for this odd dried jerky of a man, whose eyes alone
seemed quick and shy. “All right,” I said, “nationality, then. You are a British
subject.”

 
“Well, yes.”
 
“Proof?” He answered nothing. “Passport?” No. “Army card? Birth

certificate? Papers of any kind?” No. “Any connections in Britain?
Relatives? Someone who could vouch for you, take you in?”

 
“No,” he said. “None who could. None but you. It will have to be you.”
 
“Now hold hard,” I said.
 
“I don’t know why I must,” he said, rising suddenly and turning away to

the window. “But I must. I must go back. I imagine dying here, being buried
here, and my whole soul retreats in horror. I must go back. Even though I
fear that, too.”

 
He turned from the window, and in the sharp side light of the late

afternoon his face was clearly the face of someone I knew. “Tell me,” he
said. “Mother and father, your mother and father. They’re alive?”

 
“No,” I said. “Both dead.”
 
“Very well,” he said, “very well”; but it did not seem to be very well

with him. “I’ll tell you my story, then.”
 



“I think you’d best do that.”
 
“It’s a long one.”
 
“No matter.” I had begun to feel myself transported, like a Sinbad, into

somewhere that it were best I listen, and keep my counsel: and yet the first
words of this specter’s tale made that impossible.

 
“My name,” he said, “is Denys Winterset.”
 
I have come to believe, having had many years in which to think about

it. that it must be as he said, that an impulse from somewhere else (he
meant: some previous present, some earlier version of these
circumstances) must press upon such a life as mine. That I chose the
Colonial Service, that I came to Africa - and not just to Africa, but to that
country: well, if anything is chance, that was not - as I understand Sir
Geoffrey Davenant to have once said.

 
In that long afternoon, there where I perhaps could not have helped

arriving eventually, I sat and perspired, listening - though it was for a long
time very nearly impossible to hear what was said to me: an appointment in
Khartoum some months from now, and some decades past; a club, outside
all frames of reference; the Last equipment. It was quite like listening to the
unfollowable logic of a madman, as meaningless as the roar of the insects
outside. I only began to hear when this aged man, older than my
grandfather, told me of something that he - that I - that he and I - had once
done in boyhood, something secret, trivial really and yet so shameful that
even now I will not write it down: something that only Denys Winterset could
know.

 
“There now,” he said, eyes cast down. “There now, you must believe

me. You will listen. The world has not been as you thought it to be, any
more than it was as I thought it to be, when I was as you are now. I shall tell
you why: and we will hope that mine is the last story that need be told.”

 
And so it was that I heard how he had gone up the road to Groote

Schuur, that evening in 1893 (a young man then of course, only
twenty-three), with the Webley revolver in his breast pocket as heavy as his
heart, nearly sick with wonder and apprehension. The tropical suit he had
been made to wear was monstrously hot, complete with full waistcoat and
hard collar; the topee they insisted he use was as weighty as a crown. As
he came in sight of the house, he could hear the awesome cries from the
lion house, where the cats were evidently being given their dinner.

 



The big house appeared raw and unfinished to him, the trees yet
ungrown and the great masses of scentless flowers - hydrangea,
bougainvillaea, canna - that had smothered the place when last he had seen
it, some decades later, just beginning to spread.

 
“Rhodes himself met me at the door - actually he happened to be

going out for his afternoon ride - and welcomed me,” he said. “I think the
most striking thing about Cecil Rhodes, and it hasn’t been noticed much,
was his utter lack of airs. He was the least self-conscious man I have ever
known; he did many things for effect, but he was himself entirely single: as
whole as an egg, as the old French used to say.

 
“ ‘The house is yours,’ he said to me. ‘Use it as you like. We don’t

dress for dinner, as a rule; too many of the guests would be taken short,
you see. Now some of the fellows are playing croquet in the Great Hall. Pay
them no mind.’

 
“I remember little of that evening. I wandered the house; the great

skins of animals, the heavy beams of teak, the brass chandeliers. I looked
into the library, full of the specially transcribed and bound classics that
Rhodes had ordered by the yard from Hatchard’s: all the authorities that
Gibbon had consulted in writing the Decline and Fall. All of them: that had
been Rhodes’s order.

 
“Dinner was a long and casual affair, entirely male - Rhodes had not

even any female servants in the house. There was much toasting and
hilarity about the successful march into Matabeleland, and the foundation of
a fort, which news had only come that week; but Rhodes seemed quiet at
the table’s head, even melancholy: many of his closest comrades were
gone with the expeditionary column, and he seemed to miss them. I do
remember that at one point the conversation turned to America. Rhodes
contended - no one disputed him - that if we (he meant the Empire, of
course) had not lost America, the peace of the world could have been
secured forever. ‘Forever,’ he said. ‘Perpetual Peace.’ And his pale opaque
eyes were moist.

 
“How I comported myself at table - how I joined the talk, how I kept up

conversations on topics quite unfamiliar to me - none of that do I recall. It
helped that I was supposed to have been only recently arrived in Africa:
though one of Rhodes’s band of merry men looked suspiciously at my
sun-browned hands when I said so.

 
“As soon as I could after dinner, I escaped from the fearsome

horseplay that began to develop among those left awake. I pleaded a touch



of sun and was shown to my room. I took off the hateful collar and tie (not
without difficulty) and lay on the bed otherwise fully clothed, alert and
horribly alone. Perhaps you can imagine my thoughts.”

 
“No,” I said. “I don’t think I can.”
 
“No. Well. No matter. I must have slept at last; it seemed to be after

midnight when I opened my eyes and saw Rhodes standing in the doorway,
a candlestick in his hand.

 
“ ‘Asleep?’ he asked softly.
 
“ ‘No,’ I answered. ‘Awake.’
 
“ ‘Can’t sleep either,’ he said. ‘Never do, much.’ He ventured another

step into the room. ‘You ought to come out, see the sky,’ he said. ‘Quite
spectacular. As long as you’re up.’

 
“I rose and followed him. He was without his coat and collar; I noticed

he wore carpet slippers. One button of his wide braces was undone; I had
the urge to button it for him. Pale starlight fell in blocks across the black and
white tiles of the hall, and the huge heads of beasts were mobile in the
candlelight as we passed. I murmured something about the grandness of
his house.

 
“ ‘I told my architect,’ Rhodes answered. ‘I said I wanted the big and

simple - the barbaric, if you like.’ The candle flame danced before him.
‘Simple. The truth is always simple.’

 
“The chessboard tiles of the hall continued out through the wide

doors onto the veranda - the stoep as the old Dutch called it. At the frontier
of the stoep great pillars divided the night into panels filled with clustered
stars, thick and near as vine blossoms. From far off came a long cry as of
pain: a lion, awake.

 
“Rhodes leaned on the parapet, looking into the mystery of the

sloping lawns beyond the stoep. ‘That’s good news, about the chaps up in
Matabeleland,’ he said a little wistfully.

 
“ ‘Yes.’
 
“ ‘Pray God thev’ll all be safe.’
 
“ ‘Yes.’



 
“ ‘Zambesia ,’ he said after a moment. “What d’you think of that?’
 
“ ‘I beg your pardon?’
 
“ ‘As a name. For this country we’ll be building. Beyond the Zambesi,

you see.’
 
“ ‘It’s a fine name.’
 
“He fell silent a time. A pale, powdery light filled the sky: false dawn.

‘They shall say, in London,’ he said, ‘ “Rhodes has taken for the Empire a
country larger than Europe, at not a sixpence of cost to us, and we shall
have that, and Rhodes shall have six feet by four feet.” ‘

 
“He said this without bitterness, and turned from the parapet to face

me. The Webley was pointed toward him. I had rested my (trembling) right
hand on my left forearm, held up before me.

 
“ ‘Why, what on earth,’ he said.
 
“ ‘Look,’ I said.
 
“Drawing his look slowly away from me, he turned again. Out in the

lawn, seeming in that illusory light to be but a long leap away, a male lion
stood unmoving.

 
“ ‘The pistol won’t stop him,’ I said, ‘but it will deflect him. If you will go

calmly through the door behind me, I’ll follow.’
 
“Rhodes backed away from the rail, and without haste or panic turned

and walked past me into the house. The lion, ochre in the blue night,
regarded him with a lion’s expression, at once aloof and concerned, and
returned his look to me. I thought I smelled him. Then I saw movement in
the young trees beyond. I thought for a moment that my lion must be an
illusion, or a dream, for he took no notice of these sounds - the crush of a
twig, a soft voice - but at length he did turn his eyes from me to them. I
could see the dim figure of a gamekeeper in a wide-awake hat, carrying a
rifle, and Negroes with nets and poles: they were closing in carefully on the
escapee. I stood for a moment longer, still poised to shoot, and then beat
my own retreat into the house.

 
“Lights were being lit down the halls, voices calling: a lion does not

appear on the lawn every night. Rhodes stood looking, not out the window,



but at me. With deep embarrassment I clumsily pocketed the Webley (I
knew what it had been given to me for, after all, even if he did not), and only
then did I meet Rhodes’s eyes.

 
“I shall never forget their expression, those pale eyes: a kind of

exalted wonder, almost a species of adoration.
 
“ ‘That’s twice now in one day,’ he said, ‘that you have kept me from

harm. You must have been sent, that’s all. I really believe you have been
sent.’

 
“I stood before him staring, with a horror dawning in my heart such as,

God willing, I shall never feel again. I knew, you see, what it meant that I
had let slip the moment: that now I could not go back the way I had come.
The world had opened for an instant, and I and my companions had gone
down through it to this time and place; and now it had closed over me again,
a seamless whole. I had no one and nothing; no Last equipment awaited
me at the Mount Nelson Hotel; the Otherhood could not rescue me, for I
had canceled it. I was entirely alone.

 
“Rhodes, of course, knew nothing of this. He crossed the hall to

where I stood, with slow steps, almost reverently. He embraced me, a
sudden great bear hug. And do you know what he did then?”

 
“What did he do?”
 
“He took me by the shoulders and held me at arm’s length, and he

insisted that I stay there with him. In effect, he offered me a job. For life, if I
wanted it.”

 
“What did you do?”
 
“I took it.” He had finished his drink, and poured more. “I took it. You

see, I simply had no place else to go.”
 
Afternoon was late in the bungalow where we sat together, day

hurried away with this tale. “I think,” I said, “I shall have that drink now, if it’s
no trouble.”

 
He rose and found a glass; he wiped the husk of a bug from it and

filled it from his bottle. “It has always astonished me,” he said, “how the
mind, you know, can construct with lightning speed a reasonable, if quite
mistaken, story to account for an essentially unreasonable event: I have had
more than one occasion to observe this process.



 
“I was sure, instantly sure, that a lion which had escaped from

Rhodes’s lion house had appeared on the lawn at Groote Schuur just at the
moment when I tried, but could not bring myself, to murder Cecil Rhodes. I
can still see that cat in the pale light of predawn. And yet I cannot know if
that is what happened, or if it is only what my mind has substituted for what
did happen, which cannot be thought about.

 
“I am satisfied in my own mind - having had a lifetime to ponder it -

that it cannot be possible for one to meet oneself on a trip into the past or
future: that is a lie, invented by the Otherhood to forestall its own extinction,
which was, however, inevitable.

 
“But I dream, sometimes, that I am lying on the bed at Groote Schuur,

and a man enters - it is not Rhodes, but a man in a black coat and a bowler
hat, into whose face I look as into a rotted mirror, who tells me impossible
things.

 
“And I know that in fact there was no lion house at Groote Schuur.

Rhodes wanted one, and it was planned, but it was never built.”
 

* * * *
 
In the summer of that year Rhodes - alive, alive-oh - went on expedition up
into Pondoland, seeking concessions from an intransigent chief named
Sicgau. Denys Winterset - this one, telling me the tale - went with him.

 
“Rhodes took Sicgau out into a field of mealies where he had had us

set up a Maxim gun. Rhodes and the chief stood in the sun for a moment,
and then Rhodes gave a signal; we fired the Maxim for a few seconds and
mowed down much of the field. The chief stood unmoving for a long
moment after the silence returned. Rhodes said to him softly: ‘You see, this
is what will happen to you and all your warriors if you give us any further
trouble.’

 
“As a stratagem, that seemed to me both sporting and thrifty. It

worked, too. But we were later to use the Maxims against men and not
mealies. Rhodes knew that the Matabele had finally to be suppressed, or
the work of building a white state north of the Zambezi would be hopeless.
A way was found to intervene in a quarrel the Matabele were having with the
Mashona, and in not too long we were at war with the Matabele. They were
terribly, terribly brave; they were, after all, the first eleven in those parts, and
they believed with reason that no one could withstand their leaf-bladed
spears. I remember how they would come against the Maxims, and be



mown down like the mealies, and fall back, and muster for another attack.
Your heart sank; you prayed they would go away, but they would not. They
came on again, to be cut down again. These puzzled, bewildered faces: I
cannot forget them.

 
“And Christ, such drivel was written in the papers then, about the

heroic stand of a few beleaguered South African police against so many
battle-crazed natives! The only one who saw the truth was the author of that
silly poem - Belloc, was it? You know - ’Whatever happens, we have
got/The Maxim gun, and they have not.’ It was as simple as that. The truth,
Rhodes said, is always simple.”

 
He took out a large pocket-handkerchief and mopped his face and his

eyes; no doubt it was hot, but it seemed to me that he wept. Tears, idle
tears.

 
“I met Dr. Jameson during the Matabele campaign,” he continued.

“Leander Starr Jameson. I think I have never met a man - and I have met
many wicked and twisted ones - whom I have loathed so completely and so
instantly. I had hardly heard of him, of course; he was already dead and
unknown in this year as it had occurred in my former past, the only version
of these events I knew. Jameson was a great lover of the Maxim; he took
several along on the raid he made into the Transvaal in 1896, the raid that
would eventually lead to war with the Boers, destroy Rhodes’s credit, and
begin the end of Empire: so I have come to see it. The fool.

 
“I took no part in that war, thank God. I went north to help put the

railroad through: Cape-to-Cairo.” He smiled, seemed almost about to laugh,
but did not; only mopped his face again. It was as though I were
interrogating him, and he were telling me all this under the threat of the
rubber truncheon or the rack. I wanted him to stop, frankly; only I dared say
nothing.

 
“I made up for a lack of engineering expertise by my very uncertain

knowledge of where and how, one day, the road would run. The telegraph
had already reached Uganda; next stop was Wadi Haifa. The rails would not
go through so easily. I became a sort of scout, leading the advance parties,
dealing with the chieftains. The Maxim went with me, of course. I learned
the weapon well.”

 
Here there came another silence, another inward struggle to continue.

I was left to picture what he did not say: That which I did I should not have
done; that which I should have done I did not do.

 



“Rhodes gave five thousand pounds to the Liberal party to persuade
them not to abandon Egypt: for there his railroad must be hooked to the
sea. But then of course came the end of the whole scheme in German
Tanganyika: no Cape-to-Cairo road. Germany was growing great in the
world; the Germans wanted to have an Empire of their own. It finished
Rhodes.

 
“By that time I was a railroad expert. The nonexistent Uganda Railroad

was happy to acquire my services: I had a reputation, among the blacks,
you see… I think there was a death for every mile of that road as it went
through the jungle to the coast: rinderpest, fever, Nanda raids. We would
now and then hang a captured Nanda warrior from the telegraph poles, to
discourage the others. By the time the rails reached Mombasa, I was an old
man; and Cecil Rhodes was dead.”

 
He died of his old heart condition, the condition that had brought him

out to Africa in the first place. He couldn’t breathe in the awful heat of that
summer of 1902, the worst anyone could remember; he wandered from
room to room at Groote Schuur, trying to catch his breath. He lay in the
darkened drawing room and could not breathe. They took him down to his
cottage by the sea, and put ice between the ceiling and the iron roof to cool
it; all afternoon the punkahs spooned the air. Then, suddenly, he decided to
go to England. April was there: April showers. A cold spring: it seemed that
could heal him. So a cabin was fitted out for him aboard a P&O liner, with
electric fans and refrigerating pipes and oxygen tanks.

 
He died on the day he was to sail. He was buried at that place on the

Matopos, the place he had chosen himself; buried facing north.
 
“He wanted the heroes of the Matabele campaign to be buried there

with him. I could be one, if I chose; only I think my name would not be found
among the register of those who fought. I think my name does not appear
at all in history: not in the books of the Uganda Railroad, not in the register
of the Mount Nelson Hotel for 1893. I have never had the courage to look.”

 
I could not understand this, though it sent a cold shudder between my

shoulder blades. The Original Situation, he explained, could not be returned
to; but it could be restored, as those events that the Otherhood brought
about were one by one come upon in time, and then not brought about. And
as the Original Situation was second by second restored, the whole of his
adventure in the past was continually worn away into nonbeing, and a new
future replaced his old past ahead of him.

 
“You must imagine how it has been for me,” he said, his voice now a



whisper from exertion and grief. “To everyone else it seemed only that time
went on – history - the march of events. But to me it has been otherwise. It
has been the reverse of the nightmare from which you wake in a sweat of
relief to find that the awful disaster has not occurred, the fatal step was not
taken: for I have seen the real world gradually replaced by this other,
nightmare world, which everyone else assumes is real, until nothing in past
or present is as I knew it to be; until I am like the servant in Job: I only am
escaped to tell thee.”
 

* * * *
 
March 8, 1983 
 
I awoke again this morning from the dream of the forest in the sea: a dream
without people or events in it, or anything whatever except the gigantic
dendrites, vast masses of pale leaves, and the tideless waters, light and
sunshot toward the surface, darkening to impenetrability down below. It
seemed there were schools of fish, or flocks of birds, in the leaves,
something that faintly disturbed them, now and then; otherwise, stillness.

 
No matter that orthogonal logic refutes it, I cannot help believing that

my present succeeds in time the other presents and futures that have gone
into making it. I believe that as I grow older I come to incorporate the
experiences I have had as an older man in pasts (and futures) now
obsolete: as though in absolute time I continually catch up with myself in the
imaginary times that fluoresce from it, gathering dreamlike memories of the
lives I have lived therein. Somewhere God (I have come to believe in God;
there was simply no existing otherwise) is keeping these universes in a row,
and sees to it that they happen in succession, the most recently generated
one last - and so felt to be last, no matter where along it I stand.

 
I remember, being now well past the age that he was then, the

Uganda Railroad, the Nanda arrows, all the death.
 
I remember the shabby library and the coal fire, the encyclopedia in

another orthography; the servant at the double doors.
 
I think that in the end, should I live long enough, I shall remember

nothing but the forest in the sea. That is the terminus: complete
strangeness that is at the same time utterly changeless; what cannot be
becoming all that has ever been.

 
I took him out myself, in the end, abandoning my commission to do

so, for there was no way that he could have crossed the border by himself,



without papers, a nonexistent man. And it was just at that moment, as we
motored up through the Sudan past Wadi Haifa, that the Anglo-French
expeditionary force took Port Said. The Suez incident, that last hopeless
spasm of Empire, was taking its inevitable course. Inevitable: I have not
used the word before.

 
When we reached the Canal, the Israelis had already occupied the

east bank. The airport at Ismailia was a shambles, the greater part of the
Egyptian Air Force shot up, planes scattered in twisted attitudes like dead
birds after a storm. We could find no plane to take us. He had gone
desperately broody, wide-eyed and speechless, useless for anything. I felt
as though in a dream where one is somehow saddled with an idiot brother
one had not had before.

 
And yet it was only the confusion and mess that made my task

possible at all, I suppose. There were so many semiofficial and unofficial
British scurrying or loafing around Port Said when we entered the city that
our passage was unremarked. We went through the smoke and dust of that
famously squalid port like two ghosts - two ghosts progressing through a
ghost city at the retreating edge of a ghost of empire. And the crunch of
broken glass continually underfoot.

 
We went out on an old oiler attached to the retreating invasion fleet,

which had been ordered home having accomplished nothing except, I
suppose, the end of the British Empire in Africa. He stood on the oiler’s
boat deck and watched the city grow smaller and said nothing. But once he
laughed, his dry, light laugh: it made me think of the noise that Homer says
the dead make. I asked the reason.

 
‘‘I was remembering the last time I went out of Africa,” he said. “On a

day much like this. Very much like this. This calm weather; this sea. Nothing
else the same, though. Nothing else.” He turned to me smiling, and toasted
me with an imaginary glass. “The end of an era,” he said.
 

* * * *
 
March 10 
 
My chronicle seems to be degenerating into a diary.

 
I note in the Times  this morning the sale of the single known example

of the 1856 magenta British Guiana, for a sum far smaller than was
supposed to be its worth. Neither the names of the consortium that sold it
nor the names of the buyers were made public. I see in my mind’s eve a



small, momentary fire.
 
I see now that there is no reason why this story should come last, no

matter my feeling, no matter that in Africa he hoped it would. Indeed there
is no reason why it should even fall last in this chronicling, nor why the
world, the sad world in which it occurs, should be described as succeeding
all others - it does not, any more than it precedes them. For the sake of a
narrative only, perhaps: perhaps, like God, we cannot live without narrative.

 
I used to see him, infrequently, in the years after we both came back

from Africa: he didn’t die as quickly as we both supposed he would. He
used to seek me out, in part to borrow a little money - he was living on the
dole and on what he brought out of Africa, which was little enough. I stood
him to tea now and then and listened to his stories. He’d appear at our
appointed place in a napless British Warm, ill-fitting, as his eyeglasses and
National Health false teeth were also. I imagine he was terribly lonely. I
know he was.

 
I remember the last time we met, at a Lyons teashop near the Marble

Arch. I’d left the Colonial Service, of course, under a cloud, and taken a
position teaching at a crammer’s in Holborn until something better came
along (nothing ever did; I recently inherited the headmaster’s chair at the
same school; little has changed there over the decades but the general
coloration of the students).

 
“This curious fancy haunts me,” he said to me on that occasion. “I

picture the Fellows, all seated around the great table in the executive
committee’s dining room; only it is rather like Miss Havisham’s, you know, in
Dickens: the roast beef has long since gone foul, and the silver tarnished,
and the draperies rotten; and the Fellows dead in their chairs, or mad, dust
on their evening clothes, the port dried up in their glasses. Huntington.
Davenant. The President pro tem.”

 
He stirred sugar in his tea (he liked it horribly sweet: so. of course, do

I). “It’s not true, you know, that the Club stood somehow at a nexus of
possibilities, amid multiplying realities. If that were so, then what the
Fellows did would be trivia] or monstrous or both: generating endless new
universes just to see if they could get one to their liking. No: it is we, out
here, who live in but one of innumerable possible worlds. In there, they
were like a man standing at the north pole, whose only view, wherever he
looks, is south: they looked out upon a single encompassing reality, which it
was their opportunity – no, their duty, as they saw it - to make as happy as
possible, as free from the calamities they knew of as they could make it.

 



“Well, they were limited people, more limited than their means to work
good or evil. That which they did they should not have done. And yet what
they hoped for us was not despicable. The calamities they saw were real.
Anyone who could would try to save us from them: as a mother would pull
her child, her foolish child, from the fire. They ought to be forgiven; they
ought.”

 
I walked with him up toward Hyde Park Corner. He walked now with

agonizing slowness, as I will, too, one day; it was a rainy autumn Sunday,
and his pains were severe. At Hyde Park Corner he stopped entirely, and I
thought perhaps he could go no farther: but then I saw that he was studying
the monument that stands there. He went closer to it, to read what was
written on it.

 
I have myself more than once stopped before this neglected

monument. It is a statue of the boy David, a memorial to the Machine Gun
Corps, and was put up after the First World War. Some little thought must
have gone into deciding how to memorialize that arm which had changed
war forever; it seemed to require a religious sentiment, a quote from the
Bible, and one was found. Beneath the naked boy are written words from
Kings:

 
Saul has slain his thousands

But David his tens of thousands.
 
He stood in the rain, in his vast coat, looking down at these words, as

though reading them over and over; and the faint rain that clung to his
cheeks mingled with his tears:

 
Saul has slain his thousands

But David his tens of thousands.
 
I never saw him again after that day. and I did not seek for him: I think

it unlikely he could have been found.
 

* * * *
 

AFTERWORD
 

Much of the impulse and many of the details of the preceding come from
the second and third volumes of Jan Morris’s enthralling chronicle of the
rise and decline of the British Empire. Pax Britannica (1968) and Farewell
the Trumpets (1978). I hope she will forgive the author the liberties he has



taken, and accept his gratitude for the many hours she has allowed him to
spend dawdling in a world more fantastical than any he could himself invent.

 
The story of Rhodes’s death and many details of his character and

conversation are taken from Sarah Gertrude Millin’s elegant and neglected
biography Cecil Rhodes (London, 1933).

 
The story of Rhodes in Pondoland, along with much else that was

suggestive, comes from John Ellis’s book The Social History of the
Machine Gun (1975).

 
For an introduction to that book, for his convincing analysis of the

possibilities and limits of what I have called orthogonal logic, and in general
for his infectious enthusiasm for notions, the author’s thanks to Bob Chasell
(hi, Bob).
 


