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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



Myrah woke with a start, convinced she had heard a cry from one of the six babies in her care, but the nursery was quiet except for the steady breathing of the air pumps.


She remained quite still for a moment, while full consciousness returned, then decided to inspect each of the babies individually in case one of them had become ill or was caught in a freakish accretion of dead air. Unloosing the restraint cord from the fastening clip on her belt, she pushed herself away from the curved metal wall and floated low over the sleeping babies. They were in perfect repose, drifting comfortably at the ends of their short tethers, absurd little faces registering contentment or lordly boredom. The air currents induced by Myrah’s passage across the nursery caused the babies to rock and wallow slightly, like flowers nodding in a breeze, but they remained asleep. She checked her flight by grasping the bracket of a storage net and launched herself back to her original position close to the room’s circular window.


It took only a few seconds for Myrah to secure the restraint cord to the braided belt which was her sole item of apparel. She was wide awake now, the notion that her charges might have been in danger having driven out all desire for sleep, but there was no point in leaving the nursery until another watcher arrived for a duty spell. Close to Myrah’s face, on the moisture-beaded wall, was a sawn-off bracket which had once held a run of copper pipes. The pipes had long since been removed, probably for the fashioning of spears, but underneath the fixture there remained a rectangular brass plate. It was engraved with the words: TORPEDO HOIST-H.P. HYDRAULICS.


Myrah traced the letters with a finger-tip, as she had done many times before, wondering about the meaning they must have had for the Clan’s founders. Tiring of the speculation, she closed her eyes and tried to go to sleep again, but at that moment there came a faint cry from one of the sentries outside. It contained a note of surprise or excitement, and she realised belatedly that it had been a similar sound which had wakened her.


She changed her position and pulled the circular window open, relying on the air pressure within the nursery to prevent water from billowing in. The world outside looked much as it always did—a pale blue universe of transparent water in which spherical air bubbles of all different sizes drifted like globes of silver foil. So plentiful were the bubbles this morning that they made it difficult to see much beyond the Home’s protective nets, but this was not a particularly rare occurrence and offered no explanation for the sentry’s call. Myrah held her breath and pushed her head into the gently undulating vertical surface of the water, hoping for a better view of what was going on. There was little to be seen on this side of the Home, except for nets and a column of root structure, and she withdrew her head from the water. As she was doing so, a strong hand gripped the inner surface of her thigh and pulled her further into the room.


“I could have had you like that,” a male voice said. “Very tempting indeed.”


Myrah twisted and saw Harld, a fair-haired youth from the Hunting family, who had entered the nursery with a professional lack of noise. He was a pleasant-natured boy, with a lithe body which bore very few of the Horra scars which so often made hunters look ugly. Myrah had swum with him many times.


She smiled at him. “So early in the morning! You must be eating well.”


“I am.” He caught hold of her restraint cord and, using it as an anchor line, drew his body closer to hers. “But I’m still hungry—I think I could eat you all up.”


Myrah allowed their bodies to touch for a moment, as a normal gesture of courtesy, then pushed him away. “Not here in the nursery,” she said. “I’ll swim with you later today if you want.”


He shook his head. “I’m not going for ice.”


“Why not? I thought you had been chosen.”


“We got no kingfish yesterday. Solman says we’ve to hunt again today, and I’ve also to take the early spell in here for five days—as a punishment.”


Myrah instantly detached herself from the wall and made ready to leave. “The nursery watch isn’t a punishment.”


Harld nodded without conviction and looked at the six babies, some of whom were beginning to stir at the sound of voices. The sponge bags tied between their legs, to prevent their excretions of the night drifting through the room, showed signs of staining. “I see you haven’t cleaned them.”


“First watch always does that.”


“And you say this isn’t a punishment duty!” Harld rolled his eyes in a good-humoured display of exasperation and unfastened the straps of his bubble cage from around his forehead. “I suppose I’d better get started.”


“Yes, and remember to be gentle with them.” Myrah took her own bubble cage from the nearest storage net and strapped it on. Its filigrees of chiselled bone curved around her head like the petals of a huge flower.


“I’ll take care,” Harld said. “For all I know, one of them could be mine.” While he was speaking one of the babies gave a thin, irritated squawk.


“Probably that one,” Myrah bantered.


“He isn’t handsome enough.” Harld wedged his feet into loops on the floor, to give himself working leverage, and untied the baby which had cried out. “Have any of them been coughing?”


“Of course not—I’d have heard.” Myrah tried to suppress a pang of unease. “You shouldn’t talk about coughing in here.”


Harld looked at her in amused surprise. “Talking about it doesn’t bring it on.”


“I know, but….” She decided to change the subject. “What’s happening outside? I heard somebody shouting.”


“I didn’t notice. I came here on the inner path.”


“Why weren’t you able to get any kingfish yesterday?”


“Solman says it’s because we didn’t try hard enough, but I think it’s something to do with the new current. Their feeding ground could have changed.”


Myrah nodded thoughtfully and kicked off towards the doorway of the nursery. Her accurately judged trajectory took her into the corridor beyond. There was less light here, but she was familiar with this part of the Home and two more impulsions brought her quickly to an outer doorway through which streamed the azure light of the morning. The surface of the water, held in check by air pressure, curved and flattened like a glassy blanket. She went into it head first and swam away to the right. On her third stroke she picked up a large bubble by putting her face into it and allowing its surface tension to glue it into the spherical framework of her cage. The action was performed automatically, almost as a reflex. Myrah could swim a long way before needing to breathe—and she was going to a section of the Home which was near at hand—but she had been conditioned since childhood to capture any air which became available.


Taking the free breath, she swam towards the central region of the Home, in the direction she thought of as up. She knew that when any solid object was released in an air space it eventually drifted down, but this movement was so gradual, and so easily reversed by air currents, that it played virtually no part in her spatial orientation. Up was the general direction from which light came during the day, and it was most easily identified by reference to the branching root structures which reached all the way to the surface of the world. Multiple columns of these roots stretched above her now, providing a shadowy background to the clustered buildings of the Home which hung motionless in the water like dead whales. At this level, near the bottom of the euphotic zone, reds and greens were very weak, and Myrah was swimming in a luminous blue universe shot through with galaxies of silver globes and darting fish.


She passed through an opening in the fine-mesh net which held the Home’s communal air supply, and penetrated the air-water interface at a speed which sent her arcing across the giant bubble amid a spray of droplets. In spite of the earliness of the hour, she could see a knot of people gathered about the figure of a man who was wearing the metal bubble cage of a sentry. She hooked one hand around a guide rope, using the momentary contact to effect a change of direction, and came to rest near the edge of the group.


At close range she recognised the sentry as Shire, an older man from a neighbouring dormitory. He was holding a sea hare, which was obviously still alive. It was a type of giant slug which was regarded as a delicacy by the people of the Clan and which fed on algae near the surface. Members of ice-gathering parties usually tried to bring some back with them, but Myrah had never seen one roaming free in the deeps.


“Where did you get it?” she said. At the sound of her voice the group rearranged itself to give her access to the centre.


“It just drifted into my hands,” Shire replied, obviously enjoying the attention. “I was on first watch at the Topeast entrance, and it just drifted into my hands.”


“You’re lucky. It should make good eating.”


“Oh, I’m not going to eat it—not yet anyway.” Shire grinned at the encircling faces. “I have to show it around first.”


Myrah nodded and withdrew from the group in case Shire became aware of the pity she felt for him. He was an old man, fortyish, who would probably begin coughing any day now—provided his slowing reactions did not make him fall prey to the Horra, or even some less dangerous predator. All that lay before him was the prospect of dying and being forgotten, all that lay behind him was an unremarkable span of unremarkable years—and yet for the moment he was as happy as a small child. The finding of the sea hare was a genuine high spot in his life, and the realisation of this filled Myrah with a profound sadness. It was difficult to see any point at all in the whole process of being born, living out one’s life in the Home, and then dying and being allowed to drift slowly into the darkness at the centre of the world, where Ka was waiting….


“What’s wrong, Myrah?” The words came from Lennar, another member of the Hunting family, who had taken up a position beside her. He was a little older than Harld and therefore, inevitably, had more scars on his arms and torso, but Myrah liked him for his steadiness and air of thoughtful maturity. It was expected that he would be offered the next vacancy on the Clan Council.


“It’s old Shire,” she said, taking Lennar’s outstretched hand. “He makes me sick.”


“Why?”


“He’s swollen up like a puffer fish—and for what?”


“You should be pleased you’re not like him.”


“But how do I know I’m not? What’s going to be my big achievement, Lennar?”


“Being alive is an achievement in itself,” Lennar said. “It’s enough for me—and I haven’t even the prospect of giving birth.”


Myrah caught his free hand, and they drifted in the air, facing each other. “All right, say I have a baby … say I’m very lucky and have two and they both live … where does that get me? Where does it get them?”


“I don’t know, Myrah.” Lennar gave her a rueful smile. “I only work on problems I think have a solution. Will you swim with me today?”


“If you want.” Myrah let her gaze travel over his body, noting the contrast between the blackness of his hair and the whiteness of his skin, and knew she would like to have a son in the same mould. “When are we going?”


“Soon. Solman wants us to leave earlier than usual because of the new current.”


This was the second time in the space of a few minutes that somebody had spoken to Myrah about a current and it began to dawn on her that it could have some significance. “What’s so special about this current?”


“It’s been moving steadily for three days, which is very unusual.” Lennar freed one of his hands and pointed downwards. “And it’s going that way. The world seems to be changing.”


“You mean the current is flowing into the centre of the world?” Myrah thought briefly about Ka having developed the power to draw bodies towards himself at an even faster rate, but her mind shied away from the vision. “That doesn’t make sense.”


“We don’t know where it’s going—but it’s persistent, and it doesn’t seem to be circular like any other current. I think Solman is worried.”


Myrah almost laughed. “He’s getting too old.”


Lennar showed no sign of being amused. “There’s something not right about it, Myrah—look at the way that sea hare drifted right into Shire’s hands. You never saw that happen before.”


“Perhaps I wouldn’t have noticed. It seems a very trivial event.”


“All right,” Lennar said. “Just take note when we go outside—you’ll see the bubbles sinking down as well.”


“The world is full of currents,” Myrah snapped, appalled by the ideas Lennar seemed to be trying to put into her mind. “Are we going for ice, or aren’t we?”


“Of course—we still have to drink.”


“Let’s go, then.” Myrah turned away from Lennar, caught a guide rope and propelled herself upwards in the direction of the Topeast entrance, the point from which the ice-gathering parties always departed. She was one of the strongest members of the Artisan family, and could travel fast, but Lennar caught up with her at once.


“I’m sorry if I annoyed you,” he said. “Are we still swimming together?”


“As long as you promise to talk sensibly.”


“Promise.” Lennar slid his hand through Myrah’s belt and they made their way up through the vast netted bubble, moving their limbs in a steady rhythm. They passed dark holes which were entrances to some of the individual dwellings which made up the Home. The huge fish-like shapes of the houses could be seen beyond the net, partially obscured by shadows, reflections and offshoots of the root structure to which they were attached. Around the edge of each entrance the material of the net was carefully stitched or glued to the doorway so that none of the air passing into the house would slip away into the surrounding water.


A small child—pale, lonely figure—waved from one of the entrances as they passed by, and Myrah waved back, thinking of her own infancy when she too had sat and watched the hunters and the ice-gatherers as they worked their way up to an assembly point. The adults had seemed wise and strong to her in those days, god-like beings, masters of the luminous blue universe, and Myrah had looked forward to growing up and joining their ranks. That particular dream had come true—here she was, in full-breasted womanhood, setting off on one of the selfsame expeditions—but the purpose, the mysterious and glamorous purpose, seemed to have vanished with so many of her childhood preconceptions. Had they really, those pale-bodied warrior-kings and their consorts, been concerned with nothing more significant than the scavenging of pieces of ice to convert into drinkable water?


If so, if there was no more to it, what was the essential difference between a member of the Clan and any other of the myriad life forms which spawned and fought and died in the waters around the Home?


They reached the upper part of the bubble and went through the folds of fine mesh into the water. Four clean strokes took them upwards to a smaller trapped bubble which surrounded an opening in the outer defensive screen. Two young women, Caro and Geean, were waiting inside the bubble. They greeted Myrah and Lennar and issued them with short, tubular spears and bags made of cowfish skin. Other human figures could be seen treading water outside.


“How many are here?” Lennar folded his bag and tucked it through his belt.


“All ten of us, now that you’re here,” Caro said. “We’re ready to go.”


Lennar looked mildly surprised. “Such enthusiasm! I wish every team I led would pay as much attention to my instructions.”


“Nobody’s paying any attention to you,” Caro said with a challenging smile. “It was Solman who put the fear of Ka into them. He’s in a bad mood.”


“I can get into bad moods too, you know.” Lennar made an attempt to look ferocious.


“That must be very frightening.” Caro’s smile grew broader. “Will you swim with me?”


“I’m going up with Myrah, but I’ll come back with you if you want.”


Caro looked disappointed as she turned to Myrah. “I might have known you’d get in first. I don’t know why you haven’t been pregnant three times over.”


Myrah considered explaining that Lennar had made the proposal, but decided it would seem too defensive. She was twenty-three years old and for some time now had been concerned over her apparent inability to contribute to the strength of her family. Caro, on the other hand, was a ripe-bodied seventeen-year-old, filled with confidence in her own fertility. She had set her sights on the rare prize of double motherhood and seemed likely to achieve her goal.


“There are other men going with us,” Myrah said.


“I know, but I like Lennar.” Caro gave him a direct smile.


“Swim with him, then—I’m not all that interested.”


“Myrah, I asked you,” Lennar said, showing some displeasure.


“I know you did.” Myrah was unhappy about the way the discussion was going, but she had decided to appear diffident—rather than compete with Caro—and was prepared to accept the consequences. “But today I’m not all that interested.”


“All right, Myrah.” Lennar gave her a look of concern before turning to Caro. “What about this early start we’re supposed to be making? We’re wasting too much time.”


He checked the straps of his bubble cage, then led the way outside. Caro went closely behind him, with one hand tucked possessively into his belt, and Myrah and Geean followed. Geean gave Myrah a sympathetic glance, but she did not acknowledge it because that too would have been an admission that she had wanted to swim with Lennar. Privately, she hoped that this new mood of disillusionment and discontent would evaporate before it made her life any more complicated.


As soon as they were clear of the Home’s defensive mesh the members of the group ranged themselves in a line for the obligatory inspection by the leader. Their bodies, naked except for the patterned belts denoting their families, reflected the blue morning light as they gently trod water, but in the virtual absence of gravity these movements were so slight that they could have been taken for an optical effect. The only noticeable breaks in the line occurred when a man or woman moved to ensnare a fresh air bubble from the hordes of silvery spheres which drifted all around. Myrah, positioned at one end of the line, noticed that the bubbles were indeed moving downwards, and her sense of unease returned in strength.


Lennar swam slowly along the line. He collected from each female a small tally which was her House Mother’s testimony that she was near the midpoint of her menstrual cycle and therefore was unlikely to perfume the water with blood. The precaution was a vital one on all long-range forays, because some of the most dangerous predators could detect blood at great distances and were strongly attracted to it. Lennar then extracted from each member of the party a formal statement that he or she had not begun to cough—lung damage could also result in blood passing into the water—and completed his inspection by assuring himself that nobody present had skin lacerations.


Satisfied that all was well, he gave a signal and the group began to swim upwards. The sentry at the Topeast entrance waved farewell to them and retired into the comfort of his bubble net.


As the indistinct outline of the Home sank away beneath them, the members of the group arranged themselves in traditional formation. Lennar and the other two men moved to a central position, and the three women with whom they had elected to swim closed in with them. As a necessary preliminary to sexual union, each pair linked themselves together by intertwining their belts, and then settled into the slow-surging, erotic rhythms of the swim. Their bubble cages were pressed together, symbolically uniting their air supplies. The four remaining women took up their stations in an outer circle, with the double duty of watching for possible dangers and occasionally steering large air bubbles towards the couples in the centre.


Myrah swam easily and economically, her spear held lightly between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand. As they moved up through the euphotic zone, hour after hour, the light grew stronger, and shades of red and green began to appear in the towering root column beside which they were travelling. At these levels there was very little chance of encountering any Horra, who preferred to roam the darkness, and Myrah found herself watching the three couples in the heart of the formation. The sight of men and women locked together at mouth, waist and loins was a familiar one to her. Fertility was low among the people of the Clan, mortality from many causes was high, and the only way they could maintain their numbers was by maximising the chances of conception.


In the past, observing the sexual play of men and women swimming together had always stimulated Myrah’s own desire, but on this occasion, quite abruptly, she discovered in herself a profound emptiness. She watched Lennar and Caro with detachment. She noted the subtle way in which Caro sometimes made her swimming strokes fractionally later than Lennar’s so that the disparity in their movements reinforced his penetration of her body—and none of it meant anything to her. Even her sense of rivalry with Caro, a petty but human emotion, had faded away, leaving her as spent and lifeless as one of the fragile mollusc shells she sometimes saw drifting down into the dark heart of the world. The feeling was a new one for Myrah, and part of her mind was afraid of it, but there was nobody to whom she could turn for reassurance.


Moving her arms and legs automatically, trapped in her own intangible bubble of loneliness, she continued her slow progression to the surface.





CHAPTER TWO



Hal Tarrant was eating a light supper consisting mainly of dried fruit and cereals, while seated at his usual place by the window.


The large, north-facing window was the best feature of his house, with its jewel-bright views of the island’s green slopes and the ocean beyond. He kept a large table at it and liked to sit there for all meals and while attending to paperwork connected with the farm. Even when he was relaxing in the evenings he tended to sit at the table, rather than in an armchair, and cover it with his paraphernalia for relaxation—the books, the pipes and tobacco, the wine bottle and his single antique crystal glass.


As he chewed the unprocessed food, Tarrant’s gaze moved continuously over the geometrical patterns of the algae beds which began close to the shore and extended almost to the horizon. An occasional boat still moved in the waterways which separated the beds, but the day’s work was practically over and in the lingering red-gold light of the sunset the farm looked as peaceful as a private park.


It was a scene from which Tarrant normally derived comfort—the visible testimony that men could still work together—but on this evening his grey eyes were sombre and intent. Several times during the simple meal he picked up his binoculars and used them to identify farm boats as they drew in to the ragged line of jetties far below him. He was a tall man of thirty, with a spare, flat-chested build which would have made him look like a teenager had it not been for the adult identity, ratified by experience, which was impressed on his features. Each time he set the binoculars down his expression grew more thoughtful and the tension he was feeling became more apparent in the quick restless movements of his hands.


Finally, he pushed his plate away, went to a cupboard in the corner of the square room and took out a military-style rifle. The weapon was almost a hundred years old, but had been maintained in excellent condition. It was a good 23rd century copy of a late 20th century Armalite, and Tarrant had chosen it because it represented the highest point of one branch of technology. He had a fondness for good machines, whatever their purpose. From an upper shelf in the cupboard he took a box of cartridges he knew to be of practically the same quality as the rifle’s original ammunition, and filled the magazine. He pulled on a lightweight jacket, slung the rifle over his shoulder and went out into the warm, heavy air of the evening.


It was growing dark, and yellow glimmers of electric light marked the positions of dwellings among the shrubs and trees. Tarrant walked quickly down the deserted hill, his long strides covering the ground silently and without effort. When he reached the jetties on the island’s northern shore he was surprised to see there was still some activity on Will Somerville’s blue-painted boat, The Rose of York, which was moored three berths along from his own. He paused for a moment, wondering why Somerville was working so late.


“Will?” he shouted. “Is that you? What are you doing down there?”


There was a sound of movement and a clinking of glass below deck, then Somerville’s bearded face appeared in the hatchway. “I’m trying to save you some time and money,” he said gruffly, feigning annoyance at the interruption. He was a thick-set man of fifty who affected a piratical red bandana in place of a hat to protect his balding head from the sun. A white shirt cut very full in the sleeves added an extra touch of the Hollywood buccaneer to his appearance.


“You’re trying to save me money?” Tarrant was puzzled. “I don’t get…. Oh, you’re still working on this salinity thing.”


“Definitely. I took more samples today. It’s up to almost thirty parts per thousand, and that’s a gain of three points in the last couple of weeks.”


“That’s really interesting, Will.” Hearing the fervour in the old man’s voice, Tarrant began to wish he had not stopped.


Somerville emerged further into view and sat on the edge of the hatchway, his white shirt gleaming in the dusk. “You don’t get it, do you, Hal? You don’t see the importance of all this.”


“Well … there’s a hell of a lot of salt in the sea. I mean, we weren’t in danger of running low.”


“That’s typical!” Somerville threw up his hands in exasperation. “I’m not talking about table salt. I’m talking about the other salts, the nitrates and nitrites—the stuff that makes your crop grow.”


“Are they on the increase as well?”


“If they remain at the new level we’ll all be able to thin out our nutrient sprays by about ten per cent. I tell you, Hal, the sea is changing.”


Tarrant nodded, unimpressed, and turned to move on. “Keep up the good work.”


“What do you care?” Somerville sounded genuinely bitter. “It’s just a job to you youngsters, isn’t it? It doesn’t really matter to you if … Is that a rifle you’ve got there?”


“Yes.” Tarrant was now certain he should not have stopped. “Are you going to shoot something?”


“No, I’m going to paddle the boat with it.” Tarrant turned to walk away, but Somerville scrambled up on to the jetty with surprising agility and caught his arm.


“Listen, Hal, are you still sticking to this story about somebody sabotaging your booms?”


“It isn’t a story,” Tarrant said patiently. “When I got out there this morning I found another link undone. God knows how much soup I lost.”


“An old bottle-nose must have got tangled up with it.”


“Three nights in a row? I’m not buying that one, Will. How many of the other farmers have had dolphin trouble even once?”


“I don’t know,” Somerville replied, “but there’s one thing I can tell you—they don’t like you talking about sabotage. Some of us have been here twenty years and more, and we’ve always worked together.”


“Yeah, it’s a nice little club here in the inner sectors, but I’m on the outside.” Tarrant kept his voice low and even. “I’ll farm my spread by myself, and if I find anybody messing around with my booms I’ll deal with them by myself. You can pass the word along.”


“I still don’t see any need for guns,” Somerville grumbled. “It doesn’t seem right.”


Tarrant gently detached the other man’s hand from his arm. “Will, I’m going to scare off a few dolphins. Okay?”


“I suppose you’re entitled to do that much.” Somerville looked undecided. “I’m sorry you’ve been having trouble—would you like me to ride out with you? Keep you company?”


“No, but thanks.” Tarrant smiled, feeling grateful for the offer. “This could be an all-night job.”


He walked along the uneven planks of the jetty to his own berth and climbed down into the waiting boat, which was much smaller than Somerville’s comfortable cruiser. It took him only a short time to fold the solar energy panels down into their night-time stowage positions and to check the state of his batteries. Satisfied that the boat was seaworthy, he cast off and selected low forward speed. Impelled by silent electric motors, the docile little vessel made its way north past the other farm boats, whose masts were black brush-strokes on the banded copper of the western sky. Tarrant stood in the kiosk-like control house and steered across the broad stretch of open water which separated the inner algae beds from the shore. Two beacons marked the entrance to the main northwards channel. As soon as the boat had passed between them into the ultra-calm water of the channel he advanced the speed-control lever and settled down for the hour-long journey to the outer sectors of the farm.


Tarrant was a comparative newcomer to the Cawley Island farm and, in consequence, had been allocated one of the rim sectors. Its principal disadvantage was that it required him to schedule two hours of his working day for travelling—and four hours if he had to make a mid-shift return to the island—but this was something he accepted without any complaint. He had previously spent six years in the armed forces of the kingdom of South Newzealand, and had been unlucky enough to be an interceptor pilot during the period when the ruler was refusing to accept the fact that he could no longer maintain an air force.


There had been little menace from outside, because the various would-be warlords of Melanesia—defeated by distance and dwindling technical resources—lapsed into prehistoric silence. The real threat to Tarrant’s life had lain in the aircraft he was obliged to fly. Most of them had been copies of copies of copies, dangerous offspring of flawed messenger chains, and only the purest good fortune had enabled him to survive several crashes.


Like most other young airmen, Tarrant had been convinced of his own immortality, but when the prestige-conscious king had instituted a space programme—based on century-old ion-riders—he had begun to have doubts. After several training excursions in a space craft, in which some of the flight instruments were marked in German and others in Spanish, he had decided to find safer employment. It was not permitted for expensively groomed pilot officers to resign from the Air Force, so he had booked ten days’ leave, bought a trustworthy boat and sailed off into the north-east. That had been three years earlier, but he still found a sense of peaceful luxury in slow-speed water travel.
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