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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



About 250,000 miles above the surface of the Earth, Milo Haze, alone in his small cell, sat reading a science fiction novel from the early twenty-first century. He had come across it by chance while roaming through ancient files in the CenCom and was surprised that it had escaped the attention of the Fathers. Not that there was anything salacious in it, regrettably, but the Committee of Fathers had long ago banned and subsequently wiped all fictional material that didn’t reflect orthodox thought or didn’t “cause the spirit to be uplifted and enriched in the contemplation of the glory of God”. That meant that anything that was even vaguely entertaining, be it book or vid, had gone.


Not that the novel, called A Trillion Tales of Light and Love, was very entertaining, but after a long diet of religious tracts and technical manuals Milo found it mildly diverting. It came from the era which later was ironically referred to as The Age of Optimism. At the time it certainly seemed as if the world had a lot to be optimistic about; the filthiest of all centuries, the twentieth, was over; the world hadn’t come to an end with the second millennium, the United States and the new Russia had formed an alliance and science had finally conquered AIDS.


And it had seemed that the world was going to get even better, thanks to science in general and to breakthroughs in microbiology in particular. It was because of this improved image of science and technology that the era also came to be called The Second Age of Reason. As the twentieth century had neared its end there had been a tremendous increase in crank beliefs—astrology, New Ageism, homoeopathy, spiritualism, occultism, Gaiaism, holistic medicine, ‘natural’ food, reincarnation, ‘channelling’, aromatherapy, UFOs and ‘Green’ politics, to name but a few—as well as an expansion in fundamentalism among the established religions. But in the early years of the twenty-first century, when it seemed that science was finally going to banish the old human curses of disease, hunger and even old age itself, superstition loosened its grip on the human mind for a time. And yes, science did indeed achieve its goals and the scientists were hailed as gods by the masses. And then came the Gene Wars. …


Not that the Gene Wars were the fault of the scientists. No, they were the fault of the people who controlled the scientists. Heads of States and the people who controlled the, by then, all-powerful Gene Corporations. People like himself.


It amused Milo that the first section of the novel was set in a space habitat similar to his own. Similar in terms of structure, at least. Both were basically just four-mile-long, rotating, bulbous metal cylinders. In the novel the habitat was the base for the builders of a vast starship. The starship was being built in response to mysterious signals coming from the centre of the galaxy. The builders were a bunch of young, idealistic, free-loving immortals; very unlike the people with whom Milo shared his space habitat, Belvedere, who were a bunch of fanatical Christian fundamentalists, sexually repressed under their stifling moral codes and irritating to Milo in the extreme.


Milo understood how this situation had come about, though it didn’t make it any easier for him to bear. He knew that the inhabitants of such a space colony, cut off from its mother world, had to live under very strict rules to survive. In space death was a close companion and it would take the careless actions of just one individual to endanger the whole habitat. Religious fundamentalism was an efficient way to impose a strict code of behaviour. Another factor was the emotional trauma experienced by the original inhabitants of Belvedere in the wake of the Gene Wars. The world had been poisoned with man-made plagues and other genetically engineered horrors. Man, with his Science, had destroyed the planet Earth. The Christians among the Belvederians had spread the word that it was up to the survivors to atone for this terrible insult to God and, in the heated emotional climate of the time, the idea quickly took root. Milo remembered those days well; or rather, his original self remembered. He merely shared his other self’s memories.


Milo finished the novel. He switched off the scanner, sat back in his hard chair and rubbed his eyes. Pity the mysterious alien force turned out to be benign. Milo could have done with a bit of blood and thunder. He leaned forward and used his terminal to inform CenCom of the novel’s existence on the file and asked for it to be brought to the attention of the censorship committee. Milo regretted doing so, for the novel was sure to be erased, but he had no choice. CenCom monitored everything he scanned and would have reported to the Fathers itself if Milo hadn’t.


He checked the time. His penitent was due to arrive in a couple of minutes. He was looking forward to it. Such sessions were one of his few sources of pleasure in Belvedere. Eating and lucid dreaming were his only others. Alcohol and all other pleasure-related drugs were, of course, banned.


She was punctual. As he knew she would be. She entered, dressed in the inevitable shapeless, dark blue smock. Her head was bowed. He sat straighter in his chair. He knew he looked imposing. “Kneel, Sister Anna.”


“Yes, Brother James,” she said as she knelt in front of his desk.


“Look me in the eyes,” he commanded. She raised her head and reluctantly met his gaze. She was young, almost beautiful and one of his best students. As her tutor he was also her confessor. A perk of the trade. Occasions such as this afforded the rare time that a man and woman could be alone together. Not that they were really alone, what with CenCom monitoring their every word and movement. If he so much as touched Anna with a finger he would be ejected from an airlock without a survival suit.


Physical contact between male and female was forbidden in Belvedere and had been for over a century. Only in cases of extreme emergency was this rule waived. All aspects of reproduction were, of course, restricted to the laboratory. Physical contact between members of the same sex was permitted but if the contact was ever sexual in nature the punishment was quick and severe. Masturbation was also forbidden, and as there was no place in the habitat where you could avoid the constantly prying sensors of CenCom few were ever tempted to break the law. And for males even wet dreams were outlawed. The punishment for this wasn’t too drastic—an embarrassing confession on the public channel and six strokes with a cane across a bare palm. Because Milo could control his body completely he had always avoided such a fate but such confessions and punishments occurred on a daily basis.


“You have a confession to make, Sister Anna?” he asked her sternly.


Her pale cheeks began to colour slightly. “I … I do, Brother James.”


“Begin.”


She was breathing rapidly. “I … it’s so embarrassing, Brother James.”


“You know you have to tell me, Sister Anna. And you must be absolutely truthful. Leave nothing out. God is watching and listening.” Not to mention CenCom and, through it, the Fathers.


“I have had evil thoughts again. I tried to stop them but I couldn’t.”


“Tell me about them.”


“I had them the night before last. In my bunk. I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t mean to think such things. It was more like a dream … I couldn’t help it.”


“Don’t lie,” he warned her. “You wanted to think about these things.”


“No!” she protested, her voice rising.


“You know you did. Now tell me what you thought about.”


“It was about a man. He came into the dorm. He made straight for my bunk. I couldn’t see his face but as he got closer I saw he had no clothes on.…”


“And how did this make you feel?”


“Scared.”


“I told you not to lie.”


“… and excited,” she said hurriedly. “I didn’t want to be excited but I was.”


Milo leaned slightly toward her and increased his pheromone output tenfold. Soon the air of his cell was flooded with the potent chemical messengers. He quickly saw the girl’s response. Her face grew even more flushed, her breathing more rapid. “Go on,” he told her.


“He came up to my bunk. I then saw that his … thing was extended. …”


“You’re a medical student, Sister Anna. You know the correct term.”


“Er … penis.”


It was hard not to laugh. Poor girl. It was only by being a medical student that she even knew about the male sexual organ and the old, forbidden ways of procreation. Most Belvederians lived in total sexual ignorance. Sexual longing they had in abundance but no way of fulfilling it.


“And then what?”


Her eyes were half-closed now, her breathing rapid and shallow. “He pulled down my sheet … all the way to my feet. Then he … he took hold of the hem of my sleeping gown and pushed it up … over my legs … over my … my stomach … my breasts … to my throat.”


“You were naked to his gaze?”


“Yes….”


“You didn’t try to scream out or run away?”


“No, Brother James.”


“And then what happened?”


“He put his hands on my legs … and moved them apart. Then he climbed onto my bunk and … knelt between my legs. He touched me. …” She shivered.


“Go on, Sister Anna.”


“He kept touching me … in different places. Then he lay on me, pressed his body onto mine … and at the same time he pushed his … penis … into me … and …” Her eyes were completely closed now. Milo increased his pheromone output even further. “He … pushed back and forth, back and forth. …”


Not bad, Milo thought, for a girl who’d had only a couple of short, desultory and deliberately vague lectures on the actual technique of the sexual act. “And you enjoyed it? What it felt like?”


She was breathing very fast now. Panting. He could smell her juices. Taste them even. “Yes … I did.”


“And you’re enjoying it now, remembering it, aren’t you? You can remember exactly what it felt like. …”


“Yes! Yes! YES!” She threw her head back and began to shudder. “Oh! Ohhhh!” She tried to suppress the orgasm but she couldn’t. The shuddering of her body continued for some time. Milo kept the stern expression on his face but within he was smiling in triumph.


When the shuddering stopped she lowered her face. Tears dripped on the floor. She covered her face with her hands.


“I’m very disappointed in you, Sister Anna,” he told her coldly. “You know what this means, don’t you?”


“Yes, Brother James.” Her voice was muffled by her hands.


“A public confession, a severe scourging from your dorm Mother and at least two weeks in an isolation cell.”


“Yes, Brother James. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”


“It’s too late now. I must make my report. Go back to your dorm and wait.”


“Yes, Brother James.” She rose to her feet and, without looking him in the eyes, hurried out of his cell.


As the door slid shut behind her Milo had to really fight the temptation to smile. The smell of her lingered in the air. It had gone wonderfully. Right in front of CenCom’s blasted sensors he had raped a woman. By remote control, admittedly, but rape it was.


He mused on how long it had been since he had physically made love to a woman. Over a hundred years. That was a long time between fucks. The woman concerned had been his then-wife, Ruth. Before the decree that forbade contact between men and women. Ruth was dead now. Reached her allotted span some twenty years ago. Got an extra three years past the two hundred mark, which was not a bad bonus. Too bad she had to spend them in this hole. But then she’d gone completely religious herself towards the end.


In one form or another Milo had spent over two hundred and eighty years in Belvedere even though, physically, he was only one hundred and sixty years old. Of course, the first one hundred and twenty years were spent in the original Milo Haze’s body, and there was a gap in his memory after that of some fifteen years. That had occurred while he was growing up.…


It had seemed a good idea at the time to leave a ‘cutting’ of himself on Belvedere before his original self left on the expedition to the Mars colonies. When Milo had arrived in Belvedere after the Gene Wars as a refugee he was carrying false identity papers but had declared his true age on them, which was then forty-eight. When a hundred and twenty years had passed and he had entered the final fifty years of the two hundred year span of an average Prime Standard he began to get worried. Because Milo Haze was immortal. And if he didn’t die on schedule, which should have been at any time between his two hundredth birthday and his two hundred and fifth, the Belvedere authorities would promptly execute him, just as they would promptly have executed him if they’d discovered he was Milo Haze.


So the original Milo Haze had begun to make plans. He volunteered to participate on an expedition to the Martian colonies, knowing that for him it would be a one-way journey. He would eliminate the other crew members en route and switch identities with the youngest. Then, on Mars, he would ask for political asylum. Because of the long-running feuds between Belvedere and the Martian colonies he was confident it would be granted.


But a month before he was due to leave he selected a woman who he knew was in her fertile year—one Carla Gleick, who worked in the water-recycling unit. As this was well before CenCom’s surveillance had become absolute it was easy for Milo to enter the unit when Carla was on duty alone, drug her and then impregnate her with the embryonic clone. Not that the present Milo remembered any of this—his memories stopped short forty-eight hours before those events, but he remembered planning to do it and his own existence testified to the fact that the original Milo had successfully carried out his plans.


He remembered nothing for a further fifteen years. Then one day he had awoken to find himself in a hospital bed. It was a period of confusion and disorientation while he slowly adjusted to the realisation of what had happened. And it was then that he began to regret his plan to leave a cutting on Belvedere. Because while he knew it would be a clone with his memories he hadn’t really expected the cutting to be him. He had expected to go to Mars, not stay trapped in fundamentalist Belvedere. And, of course, he had gone to Mars. He knew that, technically, he wasn’t the original Milo Haze. Unfortunately, he thought he was.…


Pleading amnesia, which was the truth, he slowly pieced together the last fifteen years. It transpired that Carla Gleick’s husband was sterile and though she understandably protested her innocence she was found guilty of adultery. She had been put to death. Milo hadn’t known about her husband’s sterility though it was a common enough condition in Belvedere and the other space habitats, thanks to the faults in the cosmic radiation shields. Not that it would have made any difference if he had known.


Milo, or rather James Gleick, had been raised in a government creche. From all accounts he had been a normal child, though he had grown remarkably quickly. Placid and obedient, young James had been a model Belvederian and rarely had to be disciplined. Entering his teens, he had shown an early aptitude for medicine as a vocation. It had been in one of his medical classes three weeks earlier that he had suddenly collapsed. Neither doctors nor the habitat’s sole operating med-machine could offer any explanation for the deep coma that James had slipped into.


Milo decided he would continue James Gleick’s medical career. As a former head of a Gene Corporation it would present no difficulty. On the contrary, it might be difficult to conceal the extent of his medical knowledge. And he would continue to be a model citizen of Belvedere, though the personality that now dwelt within the body of James Gleick was very different.


But his appearance changed as well. Within a few months all his hair had fallen out and one of his eyes, originally blue, turned green. It was a conceit on the original Milo’s part that he now regretted. And it wasn’t long before someone noted the resemblance between him and one of the volunteers for the Martian expedition. The name Milo had used since arriving at the habitat had been Victor Parrish, and it was now clear who Carla Gleick had committed adultery with. But fortunately for Milo the Fathers of Belvedere did not visit the sins of fathers upon their children. And as far as the Belvederians believed, Parrish had died with the others during the ill-fated trip to Mars. The sole survivor’s name had been Len Grimwod who Milo presumed was the original Milo, his plan to murder the other crew members obviously having been carried out successfully. He remembered that his original self had chosen Grimwod for his new identity because Grimwod was only thirty-seven years old. That meant that his Martian self had reached the ‘dangerous age’ again and wondered, but with not too much concern, how the original Milo would conceal the fact of his immortality again.


As for himself, a hundred and forty-five years of increasing boredom later, though interspersed with numerous secret victories—such as the one that had occurred today—he too was reaching the same position as the original Milo. At one hundred and sixty years of age he needed to start thinking about getting out of Belvedere. But his options were limited; one of the three other habitats or the Martian colonies. He would prefer the Martian colonies but if he somehow managed to reach them—and he didn’t see how he could—he would inevitably encounter his original self, who, if he was still alive, wouldn’t be happy about such an event. Two men physically identical, both completely bald and both with one green eye and one blue, would attract unwanted attention. Anyway, there were still a few years before he had to come to a firm decision.


Escaping from Belvedere would be more difficult now than it had been for his original self: only a specially trained class of men were permitted to operate, and travel on, the Belvederian ships that travelled to and from the other habitats. They not only lived in isolation from other citizens, to lessen the possibility of tainting Belvederian society as a result of their regular contact with the less holy residents of the other habitats, they were also eunuchs. This latter handicap was the main reason Milo was postponing making his escape attempt until it was absolutely necessary. He had yet to work out a way of overcoming the problem.


Milo entered his report on the poor Sister Anna with CenCom then checked the time again. It was almost his dinner period. He was about to rise from his seat when his terminal gave a loud beep. A face appeared on the monitor. Milo’s mouth went dry. A Father. But not just any Father but Father Massie, the most senior of all. Belvedere’s forbidding patriarch. What did he want with Milo? Had CenCom seen through Milo’s game with Sister Anna? Had the sensors picked up his increased pheromone output? It had never been capable of doing so in the past. If Milo had been capable of experiencing proper fear he would have been terrified.


“Brother James, prepare yourself for a shock,” said Father Massie, his stern eyes boring out from the screen.


“Yes, Father Massie, what is it?”


“We are receiving radio signals from Earth.”





Chapter Two



In the flickering glow from the crude gas lamp the group peered intently at the sheet of plastic spread out on the table. On the plastic sheet were roughly drawn diagrams of the lower sections of the Lord Montcalm. The group was composed of four men and two women. They wore an assortment of ragged furs. It was cold in the storeroom. Ashley had cut off the heating throughout the ship, as well as the lighting.


“It’s agreed then?” asked Jean-Paul. He pointed again at corridor D on the diagram of the bottom deck. “We stage the diversionary attack in there?”


The others nodded. “It is the most obvious way to gain access to the control pod,” said Claude. “If we throw every available person into the attack Ashley will have no choice but to put all her remaining mechs into the corridor to protect the pod.”


“We hope,” said Dominique. She looked worriedly at Jean-Paul. “If there is even one spider still in the pod when Jean-Paul arrives …”


He smiled encouragingly at her even though the same fear was digging its claws into his own mind. “She will, don’t worry,” he said as convincingly as he could. “We know, from the number we’ve so far put out of action, that she can have only nine to eleven that are fully operational.”


“That’s if our estimate of how many of the damned things she originally had is correct,” said Eric dourly.


“We have no choice but to believe that it is,” said Jean-Paul, which was true. He scanned their faces. “Are all your units prepared?”


They nodded. “We’ll be throwing everyone and everything into that corridor,” said Claude. “Hell, there’s a good chance we will actually make it!”


Everyone murmured their agreement though Jean-Paul knew that none of them believed it. They all had experience of fighting the mechs. In the narrow confines of a corridor even a single spider-mech was capable of inflicting horrific casualties. Jean-Paul straightened. Time to get it over with. “Let’s do it,” he said.


While the others filed out of the small room Dominique moved closer to him. “Are you afraid?” she asked him softly.


“You hardly need to ask,” he said, and ran the tip of his forefinger down the side of her face. She took hold of his hand. “I’m afraid,” she told him. “I’m afraid I’ll never see you again.”


“Please,” he said, with a forced laugh, “that’s no way to boost my morale.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, then kissed him and embraced him tightly. After a while he pulled away. “Time to go.” He turned and began to gather up his equipment. They went out together. Claude was waiting outside, holding the coiled rope. There was a lot of it. Jean-Paul said to Dominique, “You had better join your unit, fast.”


She nodded, gave him a final, significant glance and hurried away. Jean-Paul and Claude headed off at a quick pace to their own destination, which was a small, open deck on the lower hull. As Jean-Paul stepped, shivering, out onto the deck he tried not to think of the enormity of the task that faced him. If he failed then their struggle was over. Even though the humans had taken over most of the giant airship it was still in the control of the deranged computer program known as Ashley. They had ripped out her sensors in the rooms and corridors as they had progressed through the ship but she still controlled many of the ship’s prime functions. It wouldn’t be unthinkable for her, in a fit of pique, to drive the Lord Montcalm nose first into a mountain. She had to be eliminated. Until she was gone the humans were nothing more than fleas inhabiting the hide of a giant beast.


Jean-Paul looked over the side. They were flying at a high altitude, which explained why it was so cold. He could see nothing below but a layer of cloud. His stomach felt queasy but he grinned at Claude and said cheerfully, “It’s going to work!”


Claude helped him into his harness and checked the bindings on the makeshift crampons he was wearing on his hands and feet. “When you’re in position give three sharp tugs on the—”


“I know, I know! You don’t have to tell me. It was my plan, remember?”


Claude looked hurt and Jean-Paul immediately regretted his words. Claude’s nerves were wound up just as tightly as his own. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m not going to screw up.” He looked up at the hull of the airship that curved out above him. The computer’s sensors here and at all other accessible parts of the hull had been systematically blacked out. Unfortunately where he was going—below—sensors still operated. He would have to avoid them. He took a deep breath, adjusted his goggles and climbed over the railing. Claude had tied the end of the rope to a pole and stood ready to play it out as he descended. “When this is over we are going to get very, very drunk,” he told Claude, then lowered himself down and made the first kick at the curving hull with one of his foot crampons. It met resistance. The outer hull covering wasn’t metallic but very tough. He tried again. This time the sharpened spike on his boot dug in. He did it with the other foot. Success. But he knew from previous practice that it was going to be a long and tedious process. “Au revoir,” he called to Claude as he disappeared beneath the level of the deck.


He tried to empty his mind of everything but the mechanical routine of his downward climb. Lever out left wrist spike from the hull and then drive it again; lever out right foot spike from the hull then drive it in again; lever out right wrist spike and drive it in again.…


Every now and then he would pause and glance down, looking for sensors. When he spotted one below him he would have to move sideways for a time before continuing downwards. The curve of the hull was acute and very soon he would be moving virtually upside-down, like a fly on a ceiling. He could feel gravity pull at his body; feel the extra strain on the spikes that were his precarious grip on the hull. The sweat poured off his face despite the cold and he was finally forced to stop and push his goggles up onto his forehead because they had steamed up. He knew that if he fell he would be saved by the rope, and hauled back to safety by Claude, but that would mean the attack was off because he wouldn’t have the strength to repeat the climb down the hull.


There came a bad moment when, to avoid two sensors, he had to climb between them and over the small glass dome that was the housing for one of the lasers. If Ashley had detected his approach he was doomed. It seemed to take a very long time to climb those few feet but the interior of the dome remained thankfully inert as he passed over it.


He paused again and looked down. Just visible below the curve of the hull was the bottom of the control pod. Time to give the signal. He levered one of his wrist spikes loose, grasped the rope and, with an arm that felt like lead, gave it three sharp tugs. He looked at his watch. It was 12.40 hours. Now he would wait.


From above he heard the first long blast of sound from the fire alarms which Claude had set off to alert the attack teams inside. The battle for corridor D would soon begin.


Arms and legs aching from the strain, and face and fingers numb from the cold, Jean-Paul hoped he would have the strength to resume climbing when the time came. He waited impatiently until ten minutes had passed then painfully resumed his upside-down passage across the hull. He wondered what was happening in corridor D.…


He finally reached the side of the pod, turned himself around and peered in. A gasp of relief. Empty of spider-mechs. He had to work fast. Ashley would have seen him by now and would be summoning help. With difficulty he unhooked one of his bombs from his harness, jammed its wax base in the crevice where the skin of the pod met the surface of the hull and pulled out the fuse pin. Then he began to climb as rapidly as he could round to the rear of the pod. In his haste he didn’t drive one of his wrist spikes in deeply enough and it came out, taking him by surprise. If the other wrist spike hadn’t held he would have fallen free from the hull.


He made it to the rear of the pod. Lasers flashed from the hull but impotently. There was no way they could angle their fire acutely enough to hit him. Ashley, who had obviously seen him by now, was acting in an irrational, desperate manner. A good sign.


Crump! Not a loud explosion but one that sounded powerful all the same. He climbed back round the pod. He only had one bomb left—their weight had made it impossible for him to carry a third—if the first had not penetrated the pod skin.…


But he saw that it had. Lovely big gaping hole. He could hear the air whistling through it as he got closer, and still no sign of any spider-mechs. He reached the hole. Careful, he told himself, don’t rush. Silly to make a careless mistake at this stage and fall off. He eased himself slowly through and then allowed himself to drop to the pod floor. His knees buckled from the strain and he was suddenly dizzy. Over the whistling of the wind he could hear Ashley’s shrill voice: “You bastard! Get out of here! You’re gonna die for this! Get out …!”


Then he heard a clatter of metal legs. He turned in time to see a spider-mech come hurtling down the spiral staircase from above. Still dizzy, he wrenched the pipe-gun from his harness and took aim. Only one charge in the weapon … couldn’t afford to miss … God, the things moved fast! He pulled the trigger. A very loud bang this time then an explosion. Something whizzed by his cheek. His eyes watered. When he could see clearly again there were only smoking fragments of the spider-mech. He took the second bomb from his harness and approached the computer.


“No, don’t come near me, you ungrateful shit! I should have dumped you all on the ground like the other Ashleys did with their useless, lazy people. Stay away! Stop, or I’ll kill us all!”


There was a violent shudder and the bow of the airship began to dip. The floor tilted sharply and Jean-Paul almost lost his footing but he succeeded in reaching the computer. He jammed the waxen end of the bomb into the side of the console. “Ashley, you are about to go where you should have gone a long, long time ago,” he said with relish as he pulled the fuse pin out.


As he scrambled to take cover in the forward section of the pod Ashley called, “You can’t do this! You’ll never run this ship without me!”


“We did it before, we can do it again!” he cried as he dived behind one of the helmsmen’s old chairs. Then he heard metal legs again. He looked over the back of the chair. Two more spider-mechs coming down the stairs. They hit the bottom and came straight towards where he was crouching. He lowered his head and waited for whatever would come first—the explosion or the mechs.


KA-BOOM!


This one, in the confines of the pod, was very loud. Ears ringing and eyes streaming from the acrid smoke that instantly filled the pod, he raised his head and peered over the back of the seat again. The console had been peeled open like a tin can and smoke poured from its interior. The two spider-mechs skidded past him and came to a halt against the control console. They didn’t move again. He had done it. The ghost of the long-dead Ashley had been exorcised from the machine. He stood up wearily and looked around. The place was a mess. The damage was extensive. He hoped the old controls would still work but he would have to wait for the arrival of the experts before he would know. The deck still tilted acutely. Ashley had put the airship into a dive. He peered ahead but they were in the layer of cloud now and he could see nothing.


Sounds of movement from above. Excited voices. Shouts. Then footsteps on the spiral staircase. People began to pour into the pod. He scanned the smoke-stained and often bloody faces, looking for Dominique. He couldn’t see her. But he spotted Eric, and Marcel. They came up to him, broad grins on their faces. Eric hugged him. “You did it! You great sonofabitch! You actually did it!”


“Yeah,” he said distractedly, still looking for Dominique. “It all went as planned, thank God. How was it upstairs?”


They both grimaced. “A bloodbath. The spiders went through us like mincing machines. We were on the run when we heard the second explosion and then they all froze,” said Marcel.


“Dominique?”


They exchanged a glance and Eric drew the short straw. “I’m sorry, Jean-Paul,” he said. “She didn’t make it. But it was quick. Over in seconds. I saw it happen.”


Jean-Paul drew a deep breath and turned away. It felt as if the deck of the pod had suddenly melted away and he was falling. He shook his head. Then he saw that the engineers had arrived and were already at work on the controls. He went over to them. “Can you do it?” he asked in a voice that he didn’t recognise as his own.


One engineer looked round at him and said, with a smile, “No problem, Jean-Paul. As soon as we disconnect all the computer wiring we can take direct control. A matter of minutes. It’ll be tough work using just manual control but.…” He shrugged his shoulders.


Jean-Paul stared out at the greyness of the cloud ahead. All he could see was Dominique’s face. He gave a start as someone put his arm around his shoulder. It was Eric.


“I’m sorry about Dominique, Jean-Paul,” he said. “But there is one thing you should be feeling happy about.”


“And what could that possibly be?” he asked bitterly.


“Why, you are now a Sky Lord!”





Chapter Three



Old habits were hard to break, especially when you were as old as Lon Haddon. The tall, lean, brown-skinned man in the look-out tower, who was scanning the sky with a pair of high-powered binoculars, was just over two hundred years old. As usual he was studying the sky out over the sea, even though it had been several years since the local Sky Lord, the Perfumed Breeze, had made an appearance.


When a whole year had passed since its last nerve-churning visit to collect its tribute from Palmyra everyone in the community had agreed that something must have happened to the Sky Lord. Hopefully it had met with some major calamity—perhaps an encounter with a hurricane it hadn’t been able to avoid—and been destroyed. Lon Haddon believed this too on one level of his mind but he also remembered how cunning and ruthless was the Warlord Horado, master of the Perfumed Breeze, and had his doubts that such a man could ever be bested, even by natural forces.


Besides, there were other Sky Lords in the world and sooner or later one would surely arrive to fill the space created by the absent Perfumed Breeze. When that time came, however, the intruding airship and its inhabitants would receive a rude surprise. The breathing space provided by the Perfumed Breeze’s absence had enabled Palmyra to consolidate its resources, expand greatly and, it was hoped, develop the means by which it could destroy a Sky Lord.


Lon lowered the glasses and glanced around at the town that was spread neatly about him. He felt a quiet satisfaction as he gazed down on its sturdy, white-washed buildings, made mainly of wood and brick, and its lush tropical gardens with their palm and coconut trees. They had achieved so much here over the years, in spite of the ever-encroaching blight … and Horado.


Even in the period of Horado’s rule of Palmyra the community had been a deceptive place. It had long presented a false face to its aerial master, being a much larger community than it appeared. It had been a magnet for refugees from both inland and the islands for a considerable time but to keep its true population a secret there had been much underground excavation to provide extensive areas for accommodation … and for industry. The latter was Palmyra’s other secret; it was much more technologically advanced than the average ground community.


Palmyra was located on the eastern coast of the great northern peninsula of the island continent that had once been called Australia. The peninsula itself had once been part of the state of Queensland, though that later came to be called Noshiro when the Australians were obliged to cede the state to Japan as part of the price for Japan’s defence of Australia during the attempted Indonesian invasion in the early twenty-first century. In the ancient days there had been a sizeable town in the vicinity called Cairns (later renamed Masuda) but no trace of that remained today.


The trapdoor in the floor of the look-out station was opening. Lon turned and watched Lyle Weaver climb inside. Like Lon he was one of the six rotating rulers of Palmyra, each one of whom had command of the community for six years. Lyle had begun his current term nearly a year ago. Lon wouldn’t be eligible again for eleven years, and by then he would have been dead several years.


“Thought I’d find you up here,” Lyle wheezed. It was a long climb. “Don’t know why you bother. Our radar may be crude but it works.”


“I know, I know,” Lon said wearily. “But you know me.”


Lyle came over, pulling up the top of his sarong over his slight paunch, and leaned on the railing beside him. “Indeed I do. Are you sleeping any better?”


“No,” he admitted. “Managed two hours last night.”


Lyle glanced at him. “You’ve got to learn acceptance, Lon. No use fighting the inevitable.”


“So you keep telling me.” Lon couldn’t conceal the bitterness he felt.


“You should put your trust in God.”


“Yes, well you know what I think about that.”


Lyle sighed. “I won’t give up, you know. I’ll make you see the truth before you. …”


“Die? You’d better hurry then,” Lon said dryly. “I could drop dead at any moment.”


“And then again you may live for a full further five years.”


“Correction. If I’m very lucky I will live for another four years, nine months and thirteen days.”


“Oh, you’re keeping that close a count.…”


“Reaching your two hundredth birthday concentrates the mind wonderfully.”


“Look on the bright side, Lon. You’ve had a good life … well, relatively speaking. And look what you have achieved for Palmyra over the years.”


“But there is so much more to do. I need more time. Lots more time!”


“Would you rather have lived in olden days when people could only expect to live seventy or eighty years at most? And those last years were spent living in a body that had deteriorated dreadfully. Look at you—a healthy man who is physiologically in his mid-thirties. …”


“Who could quite likely die before the sun rises tomorrow. Maybe it was better in the old days. Perhaps the old, in their failing, decrepit, pain-ridden bodies, used to welcome the release of death.”


“Well, I know what I would prefer,” said Lyle. “We die quickly, peacefully and without pain.”


“That’s easy for you to say. You’re only a hundred and twenty years old. Wait till you reach my age. Damn those genegineers! Why couldn’t they have been more flexible with their time limits?”


“You know your history, Lon. At the time they were lucky to have the average life span extended to two hundred plus one to five years. The population pressure was enormous. The world’s resources would not have coped, even during the Golden Age of the mid twenty-first century.”


Lon laughed and pointed inland, where beyond Palmyra’s farmlands lay a vast and empty island continent. “So where’s the population pressure now? They should have thought ahead.”


“You’re being absurd and you know it, Lon. The planet can hardly support the small population that remains. And it’s going to get worse. The blight is spreading everywhere. Look at us—we’ve got the land blight at our backs and the sea blight facing us. Unless something drastic can be done humanity is doomed.”


They lapsed into gloomy silence for a while. A honey bee the size of a small bird flew into the tower. They both ducked out of its path. Finally it flew out. Then Lon said, “No response yet to our radio signals?” He knew the answer anyway. Lyle would have been beside himself with excitement if there had been any but the question was a daily ritual.


“I checked on the way here. Nothing. We’re trying a new frequency. It’s been months now since we got the new transmitter set up.”


“Well, as we’ve said at the meetings there are various possible reasons for this: there’s no one left alive up there, our equipment isn’t good enough to pick up any signals they’re transmitting … or they simply don’t want to talk to us.”


Lyle shrugged. “The other possibility is that no one up there is monitoring those wavebands. Presumably the habitats maintain radio contact with each other but on tight microwave beams. After all these years of radio silence from Earth why would anyone in the habitats expect suddenly to receive radio signals from down here?”


“But they must know there are people still alive down here. They could pick up the lights from towns like this with their telescopes.”


“How do you know we’re not the last community like this on the entire planet?” asked Lyle. “Anyway, they would know there shouldn’t be any working radio equipment in existence down here.”


“Well, we possess such equipment.…”


“Yes, because of unique circumstances,” Lyle pointed out.


“Apparently not so unique … those signals we picked up when we first started getting our receiver working.”


Lyle looked grim. “Yes. A mystery.” They had kept picking up snatches of conversation on a weak, low frequency. The signals had apparently been coming from a considerable distance. What was really puzzling was that sender and receiver spoke with the same, identical voice. A woman’s voice. There seemed to be more than just two of them. And they all called each other Ashley. “But we haven’t picked up any more of those for some time now.”


“Doesn’t prove anything. Just that the sources have moved out of range. And that suggests to me that the moving sources were Sky Lords.”


“Sky Lords with working radio equipment?” Lyle shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”


“Well, I can’t believe that sending an SOS out into space is going to get us anywhere. Pinning all our hopes on getting a miraculous salvation from heaven. …” He shook his head. “Talk about pie in the sky. If there is anyone living in those habitats they’ve probably got too big a problem just staying alive to worry about helping us. That’s if any of them are still alive. Those habitats and colonies probably contain nothing but very old skeletons.”


“You’ve turned into a cynic and a pessimist, Lon, and that’s understandable considering your, er, circumstances, but it’s clouding your judgement.”


“Just as your optimism clouds yours,” Lon told him. “You think there’s a whole flourishing human civilisation up there stretching from the habitats to the Martian colonies. I’m afraid you’re going to be sorely disappointed.”


“Well, we shall see, Lon, we shall see.… Ah, look!” He pointed out to sea. “A submersible is returning. Perhaps it’s Ayla’s.”


“Yes, it must be,” said Lon, watching as the gate in the inner sea defence wall slowly rose. Some time later the submersible, running on its tracks, became visible in the shallows. It crawled up onto the beach and a hatch on top opened. A figure emerged. He focused the binoculars. Yes, it was Ayla. A slim, tall woman in a wet suit. Cropped black hair. She slid down off the hull of the submersible and waved in his direction. He was too far away for her to recognise but she knew it had to be him up in the watch tower at this time of the day. As she began to take off the wet suit a similarly clad but chunkier figure climbed out of the hatch. Juli, her best friend and Lyle’s daughter. And behind her came Kell, one of the few inhabitants of Palmyra who carried the blood, and colouring, of the island continent’s indigenous population. They removed their suits as well and Lon watched as the three of them ran into the water to wash off the sweat and smells that had built up in their suits during the long journey in the hot submersible.


“Careless idiots, leaving the sub parked right out there in the open,” he muttered. “They should have driven it straight into its shed.”


“Oh, stop being such a worrier,” Lyle chided him. “And don’t try to hide your feelings. You know you’re as proud as anything of Ayla. She’s achieved wonders. She’s practically indispensable now. No one can deal with the sea people as efficiently as her.”


“Juli is good at it too,” he said, diplomatically.


“I agree, but not in the same way as Ayla. The rapport she has with them is remarkable.”


“Yes, it is,” he admitted as he continued to watch his daughter through the binoculars. How like her mother she had become; the same olive skin and the same large but oriental-shaped eyes that were an inheritance from a Japanese ancestor. But despite the joy he derived from watching her he also felt a profound sadness. She was another reason he so strongly resented his fast approaching death. It wasn’t fair that he should only have these few short years with her. And he also wanted to know what lay in her future. He wanted to know if she would have a future.…
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