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Enter the SF Gateway …



      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





CHAPTER ONE



The President was called Elizabeth, and it was thought by some that the mere coincidence of name had had a profound influence on her life-style. Certainly, she had – since the death of her father – made Starflight House into something which more resembled an historic royal court than the headquarters of a business enterprise. There was a suggestion of neo-Elizabethan ritual, of palace intrigue, of privilege and precedence about the way she ran her trillion-dollar empire. And the touch of antiquity which annoyed Garamond the most – although probably only because it was the one which affected him most – was her insistence on personal interviews with ship commanders before their exploratory missions.


He leaned on a carved stone balustrade and stared, with non-committal grey eyes, at the tiers of descending heated gardens which reached to the Atlantic Ocean four kilometres away. Starflight House capped what had once been a moderate-sized Icelandic hill; now the original contours were completely hidden under a frosting of loggias, terraces and pavilions. From the air it reminded Garamond of a gigantic, vulgar cake. He had been waiting almost two hours, time he would have preferred to spend with his wife and child, and there had been nothing to do but sip pale green drinks and fight to control his dangerous impatience with Elizabeth.


As a successful flickerwing captain he had been in her presence several times, and so his distaste for her was personified, physical. It influenced his attitude more pervasively than did his intellectual unease over the fact that she was the richest person who had ever lived, and so far above the law that she had been known to kill out of sheer petulance. Was it, he had often wondered, because she had the mind of a man that she chose to be an unattractive woman in an age when cosmetic surgery could correct all but the most gross physical defects? Were her splayed, imperfect teeth and pallid skin the insignia of total authority?


And as he watched the coloured fountains glitter in the stepped perspectives below, Garamond remembered his first visit to Starflight House. He had been about to undertake his third mission command and was still young enough to be self-conscious about the theatrical black uniform. The knowledge that he was entering the special relationship reputed to exist between President Lindstrom and her captains had made him taut and apprehensive, keyed up to meet any demand on his resourcefulness. But nobody in Fleet Command, nor in Admincom, had warned him in advance that Elizabeth gave off a sweet, soupy odour which closed the throat when one was most anxious to speak clearly.


None of his advisers on Starflight House protocol had given him a single clue which would have helped a young man, who had never seen anything but perfection in a female, to conceal his natural reaction to the President. Among his confused impressions, the predominant one had been of an abnormally curved spine at the lower end of which was slung a round, puffy abdomen like that of an insect. Garamond, frozen to attention, had avoided her eyes when she nuzzled the satin cushion of gut against his knuckles during her prolonged formal inspection of his appearance.


As he leaned on the artificially weathered balustrade, he could recall emerging from that first interview with a cool resentment towards the older captains who had told him none of the things which really mattered in personal dealings with the President; and yet – when his own turn came – he had allowed other raw Starflight commanders to go unprepared to the same inauguration. It had been easy to justify his inaction when he considered the possible consequences of explaining to a new captain that the coveted special relationship would involve him in exchanging looks of secret appreciation with Liz Lindstrom when – in the middle of a crowded Admincom flight briefing – she handed him a scrap of paper upon which she, the richest and most powerful human being in the universe, had printed a childish dirty joke. If the time for suicide ever came, Garamond decided, he would choose an easier and pleasanter way …


‘Captain Garamond,’ a man’s voice said from close behind him. ‘The President sends her compliments.’


Garamond turned and saw the tall, stooped figure of Vice-President Humboldt crossing the terrace towards him. Holding Humboldt’s hand was a child of about nine, a sturdy silver-haired boy dressed in pearlized cords. Garamond recognized him as the President’s son, Harald, and he nodded silently. The boy nodded in return, his eyes flickering over Garamond’s badges and service ribbons.


‘I’m sorry you have been kept waiting so long, Captain.’ Humboldt cleared his throat delicately to indicate that this was as far as he could go towards expressing views which were not those of Elizabeth. ‘Unfortunately, the President cannot disengage from her present commitment for another two hours. She requests you to wait.’


‘Then I’ll have to wait.’ Garamond shrugged and smiled to mask his impatience, even though the tachyonic reports from the weather stations beyond Pluto had predicted that the favourable, ion-rich tide which was sweeping through the Solar System would shortly ebb. He had planned to sail on that tide and boost his ship to lightspeed in the shortest possible time. Now it looked as though he would have to labour up the long gravity slope from Sol with his ship’s electromagnetic wings sweeping the vacuum for a meagre harvest of reaction mass. ‘Yes.


You’ll have to wait.’


‘Of course, I could always leave – and see the President when I get back.’


Humboldt smiled faintly in appreciation of the joke and glanced down at Harald, making sure the boy’s attention was elsewhere before he replied. ‘That would never do. I am sure Liz would be so disappointed that she would send a fast ship to bring you back for a special interview.’


‘Then I won’t put her to that inconvenience,’ Garamond said. He knew they had both been referring to a certain Captain Witsch, a headstrong youngster who had grown restless after waiting two days in Starflight House and had taken off quietly at night without Elizabeth’s blessing. He had been brought back in a high-speed interceptor, and his interview with the President must have been a very special one, because no trace of his body had ever been found. Garamond had no way of knowing how apocryphal the story might be – the Starflight fleet which siphoned off Earth’s excess population was so huge that one captain could never know all the others – but it was illustrative of certain realities.


‘There is a compensation for you, Captain.’ Humboldt placed one of his pink-scrubbed hands on Harald’s silver head. ‘Harald has been showing a renewed interest in the flickerwing fleet lately and has been asking questions on subjects which loosely come under the heading of spaceflight theory and practice. Liz wants you to talk to him about it.’


Garamond looked doubtfully at the boy whose attention seemed absorbed by a group of metal statues further along the terrace. ‘Has he any flair for mathematics?’


‘He isn’t expected to qualify for a master’s papers this afternoon.’ Humboldt laughed drily. ‘Simply encourage his interest, Captain. I know admirals who would give their right arms for such a public token of the President’s trust. Now I must return to the board-room.’


‘You’re leaving me alone with him?’


‘Yes – Liz has a high regard for you, Captain Garamond. Is it the responsibility …?’


‘No. I’ve looked after children before now.’ Garamond thought of his own six-year-old son who had shaken his fist rather than wave goodbye, expressing his sense of loss and resentment over having a father who left him in answer to greater demands. This extra delay the President had announced meant that he had left home four hours too early, time in which he might have been able to heal the boy’s tear-bruised eyes. On top of that, there were the reports of the ion wind failing, fading away to the level of spatial background activity, while he stood uselessly on an ornate terrace and played nursemaid to a child who might be as neurosis-ridden as his mother. Garamond tried to smile as the Vice-President withdrew, but he had a feeling he had not made a convincing job of it.


‘Well, Harald,’ he said, turning to the silver-and-pearl boy, ‘you want to ride a flickerwing, do you?’


Harald examined him coolly. ‘Starflight employees of less than Board status usually address me as Master Lindstrom.’


Garamond raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ll tell you something about space-flying, Harald. Up there the most minor technician is more important than all your Admincom executives put together. Do you understand that, Harald? Harry?’ I’m more of a child than he is, he thought in amazement.


Unexpectedly, Harald smiled. ‘I’m not interested in space-flying.’


‘But I thought …’


‘I told them that because they wanted to hear it, but I don’t have to pretend with you, do I?’


‘No, you don’t have to pretend with me, son. What are we going to do for the next two hours, though?’


‘I’d like to run,’ Harald said with a sudden eagerness which – in Garamond’s mind – restored him to full membership of the brotherhood of small boys.


‘You want to run?’ Garamond managed a genuine smile. ‘That’s a modest ambition.’


‘I’m not allowed to run or climb in case I hurt myself. My mother has forbidden it, and everybody else around here is so afraid of her that they hardly let me blink, but …’ Harald looked up at Garamond, triumphantly ingenuous, ‘… you’re a flickerwing commander.’


Garamond realized belatedly that the boy had been manoeuvring him into a corner from the second they met, but he felt no annoyance. ‘That’s right – I am. Now let’s see how quickly you can make it from here to those statues and back.’


‘Right!’


‘Well, don’t stand around. Go!’ Garamond watched with a mixture of amusement and concern as Harald set off in a lopsided, clopping run, elbows pumping rapidly. He rounded the bronze statues and returned to Garamond at the same pace, with his eyes shining like lamps.


‘Again?’


‘As many times as you want.’ As Harald resumed his inefficient expenditure of energy Garamond went back to the stone balustrade of the terrace and stared down across the gardens. In spite of the late afternoon sunshine, the Atlantic was charcoal grey and tendrils of mist from it were wreathing the belvederes and waterfalls in sadness. A lone gull twinkled like a star in its distant fight.


I don’t want to go, he thought. It’s as simple as that.


In the early days he had been sustained by the conviction that he, Vance Garamond, would be the one who would find the third world. But interstellar flight was almost a century old now and Man’s empire still included only one habitable planet apart from Earth, and all of Garamond’s enthusiasm and certitude had achieved nothing. If he could accept that he would never reach a habitable new planet then he would be far better to do as Aileen wanted, to take a commission on the shuttle run and be sure of some time at home every month. Ferrying shiploads of colonists to Terranova would be dull, but safe and convenient. The ion winds were fairly predictable along that route and the well-established chain of weather stations had eliminated any possibility of being becalmed …


‘Look at me!’


Garamond turned, for an instant was unable to locate Harald, then saw him perched dangerously high on the shoulders of one of the statues. The boy waved eagerly.


‘You’d better come down from there.’ Garamond tried to find a diplomatic way to hide his concern over the way in which Harald had increased his demands – emotional blackmailers used the same techniques as ordinary criminals – from permission to run on the terrace to the right to make risky climbs, thus putting Garamond in a difficult position with the President. Difficult? It occurred to Garamond that his career would be ended if Harald were to so much as sprain an ankle.


‘But I’m a good climber. Watch.’ Harald threw his leg across a patient bronze face as he reached for the statue’s upraised arm.


‘I know you can climb, but don’t go any higher till I get there.’ Garamond began to walk towards the statues, moving casually but adding inches to each stride by thrusting from the back foot. His alarm increased. Elizabeth Lindstrom, whose title of President was derived from her inherited ownership of the greatest financial and industrial empire ever known, was the most important person alive. Her son was destined to inherit Starflight from her, to control all construction of starships and all movement between Earth and the one other world available to Man. And he, Vance Garamond, an insignificant flickerwing captain, had put himself in a position where he was almost certain to incur the anger of one or the other.


‘Up we go,’ Harald called.


‘Don’t!’ Garamond broke into an undisguised run. ‘Please, don’t.’


He surged forward through maliciously thick air which seemed to congeal around him like resin. Harald laughed delightedly and scrambled towards the upright column of metal which was the statue’s arm, but he lost his grip and tilted backwards.


One of his feet lodged momentarily in the sculpted collar, acting as a pivot, turning him upside down. Garamond, trapped in a different continuum, saw the event on a leisurely timescale, like the slow blossoming of a spiral nebula. He saw the first fatal millimetre of daylight open up between Harald’s fingers and the metal construction. He saw the boy seemingly hanging in the air, then gathering speed in the fall. He saw and heard the brutal impact with which Harald’s head struck the base of the statuary group.


Garamond dropped to his knees beside the small body and knew, on the instant, that Harald was dead. His skull was crushed, driven inwards on the brain.


‘You’re not a good climber,’ Garamond whispered numbly, accusingly, to the immobile face which was still dewed with perspiration. ‘You’ve killed us both. And my family as well.’


He stood up and looked towards the entrance of the main building, preparing to face the officials and domestics who would come running. The terrace remained quiet but for the murmur of its fountains. High in the stratosphere an invisible aircraft drew a slow, silent wake across the sky. Each passing second was a massive hammer-blow on the anvil of Garamond’s mind, and he had been standing perfectly still for perhaps a minute before accepting that the accident had not been noticed by others.


Breaking out of the stasis, he gathered up Harald’s body, marvelling at its lightness, and carried it to a clump of flowering shrubs. The dark green foliage clattered like metal foil as he lowered the dead child into a place of concealment.


Garamond turned his back on Starflight House, and began to run.




CHAPTER TWO


He had, if he was very lucky, about one hundred minutes.


The figure was arrived at by assuming the President had been precise when she told Garamond to wait an extra two hours. There was a further proviso – that it had been her intention to leave her son alone with him all that time. With the full span of a hundred minutes at: his disposal, Garamond decided, he had a chance; but any one of a dozen personal servants had only to go looking for Harald, any one of a thousand visitors had only to notice a bloodstain …


The numbers in the game of death were trembling and tumbling behind his eyes as he stepped off the outward bound slideway where it reached the main reception area. His official transport was waiting to take him straight to the shuttle terminal at North Field, and – in spite of the risks associated with the driver being in radio contact with Starflight House – that still seemed the quickest and most certain way of reaching his ship. The vast ice-green hall of the concourse was crowded with men and women coming off their afternoon shifts in the surrounding administrative buildings. They seemed relaxed and happy, bemused by the generosity of the lingering sunlight. Garamond swore inwardly as he shouldered through conflicting currents and eddies of people, doing his best to move quickly without attracting attention.


I’m a dead man, he kept thinking in detached wonderment. No matter what I do, no matter how my luck holds out in the next couple of hours… I’m a dead man. And my wife is a dead woman. And my son is a dead child. Even if the ion tide holds strong and fills my wings, we’re all dead – because there’s no place to hide. There’s only one other world, and Elizabeth’s ships will be waiting there …


A face turned towards him from the crowd, curiously, and Garamond realized he had made a sound. He smiled – recreating himself in his own image of a successful flickerwing captain, clothed in the black-and-silver which was symbolic of star oceans – and the face slid away, satisfied that it had made a mistake in locating the source of the despairing murmur. Garamond gnawed his lip while he covered the remaining distance to his transport which was stacked in one of the reserved magazines near the concourse. The sharp-eyed middle-aged driver saw him approaching, and had the vehicle brought up to ground level by the time Garamond reached the silo.


‘Thanks.’ Garamond answered the man’s salute, grateful for the small saving in time, and got inside the upholstered shell.


‘I thought you’d be in a hurry, sir.’ The driver’s eyes stared knowingly at him from the rear view mirror.


‘Oh?’ Garamond controlled a spasm of unreasonable fear – this was not the way his arrest would come about. He eyed the back of the driver’s neck which was ruddy, deeply creased and had a number of long-established blackheads.


‘Yes, sir. All the Starflight commanders are in a hurry to reach the field today. The weather reports aren’t good, I hear.’


Garamond nodded and tried to look at ease as the vehicle surged forward with a barely perceptible whine from its magnetic engines. ‘I think I’ll catch the tide,’ he said evenly. ‘At least, I hope so – my family are coming to see me off.’


The driver’s narrow face showed some surprise. ‘I thought you were going direct …’


‘A slight change of plan – we’re calling for my wife and son. You remember the address?’


‘Yes, sir. I have it here.’


‘Good. Get there as quickly as you can.’ With a casual movement Garamond broke the audio connection between the vehicle’s two compartments and picked up the nearest communicator set. He punched in his home code and held the instrument steady with his knees while he waited for the screen to come to life and show that his call had been accepted. Supposing Aileen and Chris had gone out? The boy had been upset – again Garamond remembered him shaking his fist instead of waving goodbye, expressing in the slight change of gesture all the emotions which racked his small frame – and Aileen could have taken him away for an afternoon of distraction and appeasement. If that were the case …


‘Vance!’ Aileen’s face crystallized in miniature between his hands. ‘I was sure you’d gone. Where are you?’


‘I’m on my way back to the house, be there in ten minutes.’


‘Back here? But …’


‘Something has happened, Aileen. I’m bringing you and Chris with me to the field. Is he there?’


‘He’s out on the patio. But, Vance, you never let us see you off.’


‘I …’ Garamond hesitated, and decided it could be better all round if his wife were to be kept in ignorance at this stage. ‘I’ve changed my mind about some things. Now, get Chris ready to leave the house as soon as I get there.’


Aileen raised her shoulders uncertainly. ‘Vance, do you think it’s the best thing for him? I mean you’ve been away from the house for three hours and he’s just begun to get over his first reactions – now you’re going to put him through it all again.’


‘I told you something has come up.’ How many pet dogs, Garamond asked himself, did I see around the Presidential suite this afternoon? Five? Six?


‘What has come up?’


‘I’ll explain later.’ At what range can a dog scent a corpse? Liz’s brood of pets could be the biggest threat of all.‘Please get Chris ready.’


Aileen shook her head slightly. ‘I’m sorry, Vance, but I don’t …’


‘Aileen!’ Garamond deliberately allowed an edge of panic to show in his voice, using it to penetrate the separate universe of normalcy in which his wife still existed. ‘I can’t explain it now, but you and Chris must be ready to come to the field with me within the next few minutes. Don’t argue any more, just do what I’m asking.’


He broke the connection and forced himself to sit back, wondering if he had already said too much for the benefit of any communications snoops who could be monitoring the public band. The car was travelling west on the main Akranes auto-link, surging irregularly as it jockeyed for position in the traffic. It occurred to Garamond that the driver’s performance was not as good as it had been on the way out to Starflight House, perhaps through lack of concentration. On an impulse he reconnected the vehicle’s intercom.


‘… at his home,’ the driver was saying. ‘Expect to reach North Field in about twenty minutes.’


Garamond cleared his throat. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Reporting in, sir.’


‘Why?’


‘Standing orders. All the fleet drivers keep Starflight Centra-data informed about their movements.’


‘What did you tell them?’


‘Sir?’


‘What did you say about my movements?’


The driver’s shoulders stirred uneasily, causing his Starflight sunburst emblems to blink redly with reflected light. ‘I just said you decided to pick up your family on the way to North Field.’


‘Don’t make any further reports.’


‘Sir?’


‘As a captain in the Starflight Exploratory Arm I think I can make my way around this part of Iceland without a nursemaid.’


‘I’m sorry, but …’


‘Just drive the car.’ Garamond fought to control the unreasoning anger he felt against the man in front. ‘And go faster.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The creases in the driver’s weather-beaten neck deepened as he hunched over the wheel.


Garamond made himself sit quietly, with closed eyes, motionless except for a slight rubbing of his palms against his knees which failed completely to remove the perspiration. He tried to visualize what was happening back on the hill. Was the routine of Elizabeth’s court proceeding as on any other afternoon, with the boards and committees and tribunals deliberating in the pillared halls, and the President moving among them, complacently deflecting and vibrating the webstrands of empire with her very presence? Or had someone begun to notice Harald’s absence? And his own? He opened his eyes and gazed sombrely at the unrolling scenery outside the car. The umbra of commercial buildings which extended for several kilometres around Starflight House was giving way to the first of the company-owned residential developments. As an S.E.A. commander, Garamond had been entitled to one of the ‘choice’ locations, which in Starflight usage tended to mean closest to Elizabeth’s elevated palace. At quiet moments on the bridge of his ship Garamond had often thought about how the sheer massiveness of her power had locally deformed the structure of language in exactly the same way as a giant sun was able to twist space around itself so that captive worlds, though believing themselves to be travelling in straight lines, were held in orbit. In the present instance, however, he was satisfied with the physics of Elizabeth’s gravitation because it meant that his home was midway between Starflight House and the North Field, and he was losing the minimum of time in collecting his family.


Even before the vehicle had halted outside the pyramidical block of apartments, Garamond had the door open and was walking quickly to the elevator. He stepped out of it on the third floor, went to his own door and let himself in. The familiar, homely surroundings seemed to crowd in on him for an instant, creating a new sense of shock over the fact that life as he knew it had ended. For a moment he felt like a ghost, visiting scenes to which he was no longer relevant.


‘What’s the matter, Vance?’ Aileen emerged from a bedroom, dressed as always in taut colourful silks. Her plump, brown-skinned face and dark eyes showed concern.


‘I’ll explain later.’ He put his arms around her and held her for a second. ‘Where’s Chris?’


‘Here I am, Daddy!’ The boy came running and swarmed up Garamond like a small animal, clinging with all four limbs. ‘You came back.’


‘Come on, son – we’re going to the field.’ Garamond held Chris above his head and shook him, imitating a start-of-vacation gesture, then handed the child to his wife. It had been the second time within the hour that he had picked up a light, childish body. ‘The car’s waiting for us. You take Chris down to it and I’ll follow in a second.’


‘You still haven’t told me what this is all about.’


‘Later, later!’ Garamond decided that if he were stopped before the shuttle got off the ground there might still be a faint chance for Aileen and the boy if she could truthfully swear she had no idea what had been going on. He pushed her out into the corridor, then strode back into the apartment’s general storage area which was hidden by a free-floating screen of vari-coloured luminosity. It took him only a few seconds to open the box containing his old target pistol and to fill an ammunition clip. The long-barrelled, saw-handled pistol snagged the material of his uniform as he thrust it out of sight in his jacket. Acutely conscious of the weighty bulge under his left arm, he ran back through the living space. On an impulse he snatched an ornament – a solid gold snail with ruby eyes – from a shelf, and went out into the corridor. Aileen was holding the elevator door open with one hand and trying to control Chris with the other.


‘Let’s go,’ Garamond said cheerfully, above the deafening ratchets and escapement of the clock behind his eyes. He closed the elevator door and pressed the ‘DOWN’ button. At ground level Chris darted ahead through the long entrance hall and scrambled into the waiting vehicle. There were few people about, and none that Garamond could identify as neighbours, but he dared not risk running and the act of walking normally brought a cool sheen to his forehead. The driver gave Aileen a grudging salute and held the car door open while she got in. Garamond sat down opposite his wife in the rear of the vehicle and, when it had moved off, manufactured a smile for her.


She shook her dark head impatiently. ‘Now will you tell me what’s happening?’


‘You’re coming to see me off, that’s all.’ Garamond glanced at Chris, who was kneeling at the rear window, apparently absorbed in the receding view. ‘Chris should enjoy it.’


‘But you said it was important.’


‘It was important for me to spend a little extra time with you and Chris.’


Aileen looked baffled. ‘What did you bring from the apartment?’


‘Nothing.’ Garamond moved his left shoulder slightly to conceal the bulge made by the pistol.


‘But I can see it.’ She leaned forward, caught his hand and opened his fingers, revealing the gold snail. It was a gift he had bought Aileen on their honeymoon and he realized belatedly that the reason he had snatched it was that the little ornament was the symbolical cornerstone of their home. Aileen’s eyes widened briefly and she turned her head away, making an abrupt withdrawal. Garamond closed his eyes, wondering what his wife’s intuition had told her, wondering how many minutes he had left.


At that moment, a minor official on the domestic staff of Starflight House was moving uncertainly through the contrived Italian Renaissance atmosphere of the carved hill. His name was Carlos Pennario and he was holding leads to which were attached two of the President’s favourite spaniels. The doubts which plagued his mind were caused by the curious behaviour of the dogs, coupled with certain facts about his conditions of employment. Both animals, their long ears flapping audibly with excitement, were pulling him towards a section of the shady terrace which ringed the hill just at the executive and Presidential levels. Pennario, who was naturally inquisitive, had never seen the spaniels behave in this way before and he was tempted to give them their heads – but, as a Grade 4 employee, he was not permitted to ascend to the executive levels. In normal circumstances such considerations would not have held him back for long, but only two days earlier he had fallen foul of his immediate boss, a gnome-like Scot called Arthur Kemp, and had been promised demotion next time he put a foot wrong.


Pennario held on to the snuffling, straining dogs while he gazed towards a group of statues which shone like red gold in the dying sunlight. A tall, hard-looking man in the black uniform of a flickerwing captain had been leaning on the stone balustrade near the statues a little earlier in the afternoon. The moody captain seemed to have departed and there was nobody else visible on the terrace, yet the spaniels were going crazy trying to get up there. It was not a world-shaking mystery, but to Pennario it represented an intriguing diversion from the utter boredom of his job.


He hesitated, scanning the slopes above, then allowed the spaniels to pull him up the broad shallow steps to the terrace, their feet scrabbling on the smooth stone. Once on the upper level, the dogs headed straight for the base on which the bronze figures stood, then with low whines burrowed into the shrubbery behind.


Pennario leaned over them, parted the dark green leaves with his free arm, and looked down into the cave-like dimness.


They needed another thirty minutes, Garamond decided. If the discovery of Harald’s body did not take place within that time he and his family would be clear of the atmosphere on one of the S.E.A. shuttles, before the alarm could be broadcast. They would not be out of immediate danger but the ship lying in polar orbit, the Bissendorf, was his own private territory, a small enclave in which the laws of the Elizabethan universe did not hold full sway. Up there she could still destroy him, and eventually would, but it would be more difficult than on Earth where at a word she could mobilize ten thousand men against him.


‘I need to go to the toilet,’ Chris announced, turning from the rear window with an apologetic expression on his round face. He pummelled his abdomen as if to punish it for the intervention.


‘You can wait till we reach the field.’ Aileen pulled him down on to her knee and enclosed him with smooth brown arms.


A sense of unreality stole over Garamond as he watched his wife and son. Both were wearing lightweight indoor clothing and, of course, had no other belongings with them. It was incredible, unthinkable that – dressed as they were and so unprepared – they should be snatched from their natural ambience of sunlight and warm breezes, sheltering walls and quiet gardens, and that they should be projected into the deadliness of the space between the stars. The air in the car seemed to thin down abruptly, forcing Garamond to take deep breaths. He gazed at the diorama of buildings and foliage beyond the car windows, trying to think about his movements for the next vital half-hour, but his mind refused to work constructively. His thoughts lapsed into a fugue, a recycling of images and shocked sensory fragments. He watched for the hundredth time as the fatal millimetres of daylight opened between Harald’s silhouette and the uncomprehending metal of the statue. And the boy’s body had been so light. Almost as light as Chris. How could a package contain all the bone and blood and muscle and organs necessary to support life, and yet be so light? So insubstantial that a fall of three or four metres …


‘Look, Dad!’ Chris moved within the organic basketwork of his mother’s arms. ‘There’s the field. Can we go on to your shuttle?’


‘I’ll try to arrange it.’ Garamond stared through the wavering blur of the North Field’s perimeter fence, wondering if he would see any signs of unusual activity.


Carlos Pennario allowed the shrubs to spring together again and, for the first time since his youth, he crossed himself.


He backed away from what he had seen, dragging the frantic dogs with him, and looked around for help. There was nobody in sight. He opened his mouth with the intention of shouting at the top of his voice, of unburdening his dismay on the sleepy air, then several thoughts occurred to him almost at once. Pennario had seen Elizabeth Lindstrom only a few times, and always at a distance, but he had heard many stories told in the nighttime quietness of the staff dormitory. He would have given a year’s wages rather than be brought before her with the news that he had allowed one of her spaniels to choke on a chicken bone.


Now he was almost in the position of having to face Elizabeth in person and describe his part in the finding of her son’s corpse.


Pennario tried to imagine what the President might do to the bringer of such news before she regained whatever slight measure of self-control she was supposed to have …


Then there was the matter of his superior, Arthur Kemp. Pennario had no right to be on the terrace in the first place, and to a man like Kemp that one transgression would be suggestive, would be proof, of others. He had no idea what had happened to the dead boy, but he knew the way Kemp’s mind worked. Assuming that Pennario lived long enough to undergo an investigation, Kemp would swear to anything to avoid any association with guilt.


The realization that he was in mortal danger stimulated Pennario into decisive action. He knelt, gathered the spaniels into his arms and walked quickly down the steps to the lower levels. Shocked and afraid though he was, his mind retained those qualities which had lifted him successfully from near-starvation in Mexico to one of the few places in the world where there was enough air for a man to breathe. Locked away in his memory was a comprehensive timetable of Kemp’s daily movements in and around Starflight House, and according to that schedule the acidulous little Scot would shortly be making his final inspection tour of the afternoon. The tour usually took him along the circular terrace, past the shrubbery in which Harald’s body was hidden – and how much better it would have been if Domestic Supervisor Kemp had made the fearful discovery.
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