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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.













PROLOGUE



The beach was a long crescent of pale sand, bright in the sun so that I had to replace my sunglasses. A large number of people stood there—all of them, without exception, looking out to sea. The water was shallow, low waves rippling in lazily from a long way out. Beyond the line of breakers I saw movements, black fins cutting to and fro.


There was a girl standing near; a tall tanned girl who looked at home here, who was probably able to explain. I watched her for a moment, summoning up courage. She was pretty in an outdoorsy way, her hair bleached by the sun, a rim of white showing above the top of her bikini where she had pulled the flimsy material down as far as she dared. My feet made no noise on the sand so I cleared my throat as I approached, but still she didn’t look my way.


“What’s going on?” I asked. “Is someone in trouble out there?”


She didn’t reply. She stood still as though listening. I could read nothing from the expression on her face.


I turned and looked back at the town. Houses stared back at me with empty windows; a handful of people picked their way through the parked hovercars to join the growing numbers on the beach. Further down, where an outcrop of sandstone shelved down to the water’s edge, a man stood with raised hands. He was saying something: I couldn’t make out the words but I recognised the hectoring tones employed by outdoor religious speakers and patent medicine quacks.


I’d never felt so alone...


I’d tried to get out of the town a couple of hours previously. I’d driven back along the road towards Premier City, and after a while had come across a block.


A uniformed soldier had stuck his head through the open window of my rented hovercar and said, “Get the hell back the way you came.”


I asked, “What’s going on? I couldn’t get any sense out of anyone in Oldhaven.”


“If you don’t know, I sure as hell don’t.”


A knot of soldiers lounged against their vehicle nearby, grinning. The interior of the car was getting hot. Sweat started somewhere behind my ears and trickled down under my shirt. I wanted to drive away fast, but I wanted to talk, too. I didn’t want to go back to Oldhaven, where the zombies were.


“Look, why can’t you let me through? I came this way only a few hours back. There was no block then.”


Another soldier ambled up, chewing. He leaned on the car roof, drooped his head through the window and said, with peppermint, “Nobody comes out of Oldhaven any more—that’s our orders. If you came along the road from Premier City you must have seen the refugee camps. Christ. They’ve got no food, no johns, and not much water. Stay in Oldhaven until this blows over, will you?” His voice was not exactly unkindly.


“How long will that be?”


“Your guess is as good as mine.”


“For Christ’s sake, I only arrived on this goddamned planet today. What kind of a place is this?”


“You have your Immunol?”


I fingered my bottle of small white pills. “They issued me with them in Premier City.”


“Well, you’ll be all right, then. And if you didn’t see any fighting in Oldhaven, that means everything’s all right. Maybe the whole thing’s over. I don’t know. Be a good guy, get back, huh? Otherwise I’ll just have to burn you a little,” he said sadly, fingering the button on his laser.


I took a pill and started the engine.


“They should have told you in Premier City,” he said regretfully. “But maybe you didn’t ask. You just landed at the spaceport, rented a car and drove out, huh? Too bad. Too bad nobody thought to tell you about the problem we’re having on Arcadia right now. I tell you this,” he said, “I reckon they’re ashamed to admit, back in Premier City. They’re ashamed to admit there’s something happening they can’t handle. And so you’re out of luck. Like I said—get going, man.”


Smiling, he flicked the button on his gun. There was just the slightest hum as a sliver of hot invisible light zipped past my nose and out of the far window.


So I drove back to Oldhaven.


I rechecked the address on the Interspac Telex which I’d carried all the way from Earth and found I’d been right the first time. So once again I drove to 1678 Second Avenue, parked the car and rang the bell, then hammered on the door. I made enough noise to rouse the entire street from its siesta, but there was no response. Beckenbauer was not at home. My one contact on this planet was unobtainable.


Then I heard a noise from behind, a concerted shambling as of many feet. I wheeled around, heart pounding. In the stillness, the sound had shocked me. A line of beasts straggled down the street, heading for the beach. They were akin to the terrestrial cow: angular with protruding bones, wise clowns’ faces rather goat-like. They lurched from side to side as they walked with swaying udders. The leader paused as she caught sight of me and the followers piled up behind, butting each other gently in the rump. There was a moment’s confusion as they watched me uncertainly.


I felt nervous and outnumbered. I recognised the brutes as Arcattle from pictures I’d seen, but I was not sure of their temperament. They looked harmless enough—but I had the weirdest notion they’d taken over the town. After all, they seemed to be in charge: there was no human around to shoo them back to their stalls.


Then, still watching me, they began to sidle furtively past. They were just as scared as I was, after all.


I climbed back into the car and headed for the beach again: there seemed nowhere else to go. I saw no other animals in the empty streets, and no people.


By now the crowd on the beach had assumed immense proportions. Most people stood at the water’s edge although numbers were now sitting on the sand, watching the sea through the legs of those in front. I saw a little girl nearby: she was about nine years old and appeared more alert than most. She was shaping the sand into neat brown piles as she sat alone.


I knelt beside her. “What’s your name?” I asked.


She looked at me. Her eyes were not quite empty.


I remembered something. Pulling the bottle from my pocket, I offered her an Immunol pill.


She shook her head vigorously.


“Just one,” I coaxed. “Tell me your name, then,” I added, offering her an alternative.


“Wendy.”


“Where are your parents?”


She pointed down the beach.


“Why is everyone here, Wendy?”


“Because.”


“Because what?”


“The giving...”


“What?”


Suddenly the little girl looked at me very directly. She said, “Get away from me, you stupid bastard. You’re not one of us. You cannot attend the thanksgiving.” Her little fingers drew tense zigzags in the sand, destroying the castles. “Get the hell out of Oldhaven. Go back to Earth where you belong, go build your boats somewhere else. We don’t need you here, Kevin Moncrieff.”


One of the side effects of Immunol is a euphoric numbing of the senses, and the pill I’d taken a while ago was still with me. I smiled at Wendy and stood, riding down the terror which threatened to burst through the drug.


A line of Arcattle threaded their way through the bystanders, slow hooves sloughing through the sand, abundant turds dropping as they reached the shallow water and continued onwards without pausing, waves lapping at their slender legs as their hooves sank. The leader glanced at me as she passed: there was knowing recognition in those goatish eyes.


“How do you know my name?” I asked Wendy.


“You know it—so I know it. Now get back in your car.”


I backed away as she stared at me. The Immunol pills were still in my hand; I fumbled for one as a man fumbles for a cigarette in times of crisis. Yet I didn’t take one... Somehow, it seemed that my hand would not convey the small white pellet to my mouth. I capped the bottle and slipped it back in my pocket.


Wendy was smiling at me now: a child’s open smile but with something else behind it. “Maybe you ought to stay, Kev,” she said.


And I thought, maybe that’s a good idea... Maybe this is a good place after all. The sun was warm but there was a pleasantly cool breeze off the sea. People were beginning to paddle in the shallow ripples; further away, on the headland above the end of the beach, I saw Arcattle grazing. I wondered why they weren’t down here with the rest of us. Out to sea, the other Arcattle were up to their necks, probably swimming. I saw their heads jerking this way and that as little puffs of quiet spray erupted about them, as they joined with the fish, as they gave themselves to the ocean of Arcadia...


Wendy was standing; she took my hand in her small, soft grip.


“Come on, Kev,” she said.


I held back.


“It’s time now,” she said. “If you don’t come now you’ll be left behind.”


She was right. Everyone was in the water now, walking steadily forward, eyes on the horizon. Everyone. I was wrong to think of holding back. I allowed myself to be drawn forward and the water slopped into my shoes, crept icily up my calves.


The zealot away to my right was yelling some prayer; part of my mind wished he would shut up. I needed time to think. I seemed to be getting myself into something I didn’t understand.


“You don’t need to understand,” said Wendy, dancing through the waves and tugging at my hand. “Just give! Give!”


Others took up the shout. “Give... Give... Give...” It became a chant, monotonous and hypnotic, in rhythm with the pulsing of the waves as they rose to my groin, fell, rose higher, rose to my waist.


Ahead, someone was screaming.


A woman thrashed in the breaking waves, scattering scarlet spray as she fought with the black thing that was fastened to her right breast. A man waded towards her, then went under in a convulsive fighting.


“What the hell is going on?” someone shouted. “What the hell are we doing?” He turned towards me, a thickset man in a dark, wet jacket, his eyes wide and his mouth twisted with fear. “My God!” he howled, beating at the water with his hands as he fought his way back towards me. He staggered and paused, and his expression took on a dreadful knowledge as he jerked and kicked at something which seemed to be restraining him. The water around him began to well up crimson and he screamed in a continuous high tone which was almost a whistle—while he twisted and jerked, his arms upraised in the manner of a man avoiding a leaping hound.


Wendy stopped pulling me forward and began to cry.


Black sickle-shaped fins were slicing the surface all around; people were going down, squealing and thrashing. I found that I was running, a tramping, high-stepping run as I tried to get clear of the water, struggled to reach the beach. Once my foot sank into a pothole and I fell, and I swear I was screaming underwater before I sprang to my feet and clawed my way on, and found dry sand under me, and collapsed.


It was a long time before I could turn my head and peer over my shoulder at the water.


Nothing much was happening, now...


I sat on the harbour wall with a girl one night: in the confusion and collapse of the ordered sub-colony existence there were many such chance relationships until people found their niches again.


She said, “They’ve known for fifty years that this was going to happen, and yet there were no preparations. The bastards...” All six of Arcadia’s moons were in the sky and the night was almost like day, so that we could see a shapeless thing floating face down nearby. Behind us many of the dwelling units were empty burned-out shells: the acrid whiff of old fires mingled with the stink of death.


The harbour was small, compact and rectangular with a narrow entrance. Luminous trails glowed on the surface like the tracks of snails at sunset, originating at various points around the harbour wall, converging at the entrance. Billions of plankton made up those trails, countless tiny things which the Minds had given birth to, and which were now making their way out to sea. The girl watched them.


“The Minds are still there,” she said. “Do you feel it?”


“Not now.” I took an Immunol pill and offered her one.


“The blackfish protected them while they gave birth,” she said slowly, ignoring the bottle, “and in return they fed the blackfish. It was a square deal, so far as they were concerned. So why did we have to get involved? We wouldn’t have harmed them.”


“I don’t suppose they knew that.”


I was watching a patch of water which glowed with an eerie luminescence. Then a cloud obscured Daleth and the water broke into concentric ripples—and the thing was bobbing there, shining...


It floated less than ten metres away, a sphere slightly larger than a man’s head. We watched it, fascinated, horrified, disgusted; the stench of rotting fish came faintly to us. The thing rotated with the wind then, startlingly, leaped into the air and landed with a splash, some three metres nearer to us.


“What the hell...!” The girl was on her feet.


Then we saw the fins of blackfish, circling and darting, and the sphere bounced and splashed, was pushed here and there as sharp teeth tore at its decaying flesh, noisily devouring...


And all around the harbour wall other Minds rose to the surface and floated, their glow fading as they died, their duty done for another fifty-two years.










CHAPTER ONE



Arcadian scotch whisky is good for a reflective mood, but a lousy thing for creativity.


I didn’t walk directly home from the Swindons’ dwelling unit: instead I took a stroll along the trail which follows the north ridge, and whenever I caught a glitter through the trees I stopped and looked down the hillside to the water. There were four moons in the sky that night and their reflections were everywhere, dancing in the faster currents, swirling in the eddies, watching me like silver eyes from the backwaters.


Like the moons I reflected, and saw my childhood, the girls I’d known; remembered the jobs I’d lost, relived the frustration which caused me to emigrate to Arcadia a couple of years ago. The initial terror of the Relay Effect, my comparative success since.


I paused again at a place where the steep bank had collapsed some time in the past, crumbling and tumbling into the water at the inlet they call Anchor Pool. It was a mysterious and romantic spot, and I wished I had a girl with me to kiss. The moonlight glittered on a metal plate let into a rock.


IN MEMORY OF
The Reverend Emmanuel Lionel Blood
Police Officer William Clarke
Eric Phipps
Alan Phipps
Alfred Blackstone
“They died that we might be saved”


I passed on, still reflecting, still not creating.


Jane Swindon had said, “A man ought to be married by the time he’s thirty-two, Kevin. Or even twenty-two. There’s something unsavoury about an unmarried man. Present company excepted, of course.”


Professor Mark Swindon had said, “I mean, look at Will Jackson, for example. Weird. A woman can’t hang her clothes out to dry within five kilometres of the guy. And Vernon Thrale—he does folk dancing. Last week I saw him prancing about in a smock. You must take a long hard look at yourself, Kev. I saw you talking to Lucy Sung in the street yesterday. She can’t be more than five years old.”


And so the old subject had received its periodic semi-serious airing, and been forgotten until next time...


Eventually I turned around and began to walk home. Sure, I got lonely sometimes. Doesn’t everyone, even married people? But when a man has a business to build up, when he has to sustain it in the face of a trade recession, when in any case he lives in a small community which the younger folk tend to leave as soon as they are old enough—then there’s not much opportunity for love.


Occasionally people like the Swindons can be a nuisance. Secure in their own united happiness, they have that desire more usually found in Jehovah’s Witnesses and junkies, to convert everyone to their way of thinking.


The crowd on the wharf was silent. I saw children fidgeting; their parents admonished them absently, while they kept their eyes on that place where the silver ribbon of water disappeared behind the tall banks of dense trees. Near me stood members of the Regatta Committee. They were understandably nervous. Over five hundred people had made the journey to Riverside on this spring day: five hundred colonists seeking escape from the problems which were besetting our world.


These people wanted to be entertained. They expected to be entertained. And there are few people more unpleasant than those unexpectedly deprived of their fun. Step into the Riverside Social Club any evening and take Chill Kaa’s beer away from him, if you don’t believe me.


Mortimore Barker stood a few yards away, a vast figure in a brightly-patterned shirt, pants sustained by a thick leather belt.


“What the hell’s the delay?” I asked.


The publicity agent smiled expansively. “Take it easy, my boy. Just waiting for a little sunshine. Ah... Here we go.”


The sun slid from behind a cloud and dazzled us all, worrals chattered in nearby trees, tiny mewlers sparkled iridescent above the water with blurred wings as they picked plankton from the surface. In the distance we heard the bumping hiss of skitterbugs moving fast.


They swept around the corner and into view, in line abreast, nine of them, small dome-shaped boats squatting on a cushion of foam as they raced up the estuary towards us. I was conscious of a feeling of pride. I had built those bugs. They towed water-skiers, girls dressed in flowing white robes, feathers of white spurting from their skis.


Strapped to the back of each girl was a golden kite. When they were about two hundred metres away from us the girls rose from the water, the sun illuminating the fabric of their kites, the wind and wetness causing their gossamer white robes to cling to their bodies. I raised my binoculars—then dropped them quickly, not wishing to waste any time in focussing on the rapidly-approaching vision.


I stole a quick glance at Mortimore Barker. He was smiling, confident of the success of his stunt. The crowd was ooohing and aaahing. I wondered why crowds love spectacle and colour so much more than individuals do. Maybe this is something good about us. Maybe we like to think that everyone else is enjoying himself.


Ralph Streng stood beyond Barker. His smile was cynical.


Fifty metres away the skitterbugs throttled back and sank to the surface in a sudden crippled wallowing. By now everyone was watching the girls, who had dropped their towropes. They soared above the water like angels. On either side of us the thick denseness of the trees rose up steep hillsides to the broad ribbon of sky, framing the angel girls.


I heard a chuckle nearby. It sounded like Streng.


The incredible thing was, those girls all looked the same: identically beautiful with curly golden hair, small smiling mouths and, I’ll swear, dimples. As they soared above us their innocence took my breath away.


Then...


Then they snapped their hands across, peeling the cloth from their bodies, and underneath they were naked. The line wheeled, out there in the estuary, and came swooping towards us, nine naked girls suspended from golden kites, all breasts and plump thighs and golden hair.


And across the belly of each girl was painted a single letter, in bright scarlet.


The letters spelled R.I.V.E.R.S.I.D.E.


The crowd yelled.


Then the girls wheeled again, losing height, and I could hear the wind in their harness as they swept close overhead then out over the estuary again, upstream, alighting gently on the water like a flight of golden swans. They waded ashore a couple of hundred metres away, on the opposite bank where the estuary narrows and the road bridge crosses the water.


I said to Barker, “Brilliant, Mort.” My eyes were on the girls. They had slipped off their wings: a team of men had appeared and were throwing cloaks around them, and escorting them to a large truck. There was lettering on the side of the truck: I was reminded of a travelling circus I’d once seen, back on Earth. I raised my binoculars and read the words HETHERINGTON ENTERPRISES. “Where did you get them from?” I asked.


“An agency.”


“Are they coming to the dance tonight?”


He shifted uncomfortably. “Uh, no. They’re not allowed to mingle. They go straight back to Premier City after their performance.”


The name of Hetherington and the sight of those girls being herded away had turned the day slightly sour for me. “Like circus animals, Mort?” I asked.


He blinked, then turned to accept the congratulations—and in a few cases the outrage—of the regatta committee.


Paul Blake asked me to take a look at his skitterbug. I knelt on the wharf, fumbling about inside the inspection hatch where the simple motor is. I found that the cable from the thermostatic damper control to the miniature reactor was crimped.


“I seem to lose lift at full power,” he was complaining. He was fidgeting anxiously: he was scheduled to take part in the second race. Around us the water churned with the bustle of other craft being readied.


“Have you been fooling with the cable?” I asked.


He avoided my eyes. I saw two feet arrive beside my face, large feet clad in expensive clothes. I looked up into the massive jowls of Ezra Blake, Paul’s father.


“I paid good money for that boat, Moncrieff,” he said too loudly. “And you gave me a year’s guarantee. The goddamned thing’s never been out of your repair shop since the day it was bought.”


“Easy, Dad, easy,” muttered Paul.


“See here, Paul, this guy calls himself a boatbuilder. He arrived here a couple of years back with nothing and now he’s doing pretty goddamned well—and he’s making his money out of us. So he owes it to us to give us a square deal. Huh? What do you have to say to that, Moncrieff?”


People were watching us. It always seems to be my lot to run afoul of the Blake type, and always in front of an audience. At one time maybe I’d have backed down, but over the past two years I’d gained some sort of standing in the community—not an easy feat in the rough-and-ready atmosphere of a planetary sub-colony—and I wasn’t about to see it destroyed by the likes of Blake.


“This boat’s losing lift because your son’s been tampering with the minipile dampers, Blake,” I said loudly enough for everyone to hear. “I always make a point of telling my customers not to fool with the engine, but your son chose to ignore the warning. I’ll tell him again, in front of you. If he tries to get more than the designed power by souping up the pile he’s liable to kill himself and anyone else within range.” Blake was staring stiffly past my face; his son shuffled his feet. I relented. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” I said. “I’ll fix it now, with a new cable, free of charge. And Paul—you come down to my yard tomorrow morning and I’ll show you what you can do to improve performance. Right?”


“Thanks,” said Paul. His father strutted away looking for someone else to attack. Paul stayed to help me thread the new cable. He is a tall, good-looking guy who has a way with girls; his very presence makes me think of the chances I missed when I was his age. Somehow I don’t think Paul misses any chances, and good luck to him...


It is a strange fact that a small colony like Riverside—where I’d expected to find the outward-looking and freethinking adventurers—can become parochial and preoccupied with trivialities within three generations.


“Disgusting!” I heard a deep female voice booming as though to prove my conclusions. I looked up to see Mrs Earnshaw, committee member and worthy Riverside notable, haranguing Mortimore Barker. “I never thought the day would come when our colony would find it necessary to display naked trollops in order to attract tourists to the regatta. Not only is it demeaning to our colony, but it’s degrading to the girls themselves. I feel insulted as a woman!”


Barker is not the type to go on the defensive. “Don’t talk to me about degradation, Bernadine,” he boomed. “When you’ve seen New China, where the men work in the fields like oxen because their religion forbids machines, then you can talk to me about degradation. When you’ve visited Utopia, where women are cloned from a base stock chosen to pleasure humans and aliens alike, then maybe you’ll understand what exploited sex is all about. Until then—” He waved a huge hand, turning away and leaving Mrs Earnshaw spluttering, “—don’t talk to me about degradation!”


Shortly afterwards I stood with the other committee members on the improvised platform, waiting for the start of the first race. Mrs Earnshaw was there, still fuming; Mark Swindon the marine biologist with his wife Jane; Ezra Blake, and the Reverend Enrico Batelli. I addressed the latter. “What do you think of our publicity man’s job so far, Enrico?”


His eyes were thoughtful as he watched a mass of coloured balloons, released underwater, expand enormously as they surfaced and rose into the air. “Very good, I’d say,” he murmured.


I pressed him further. “Those girls shook me up. I thought they were meant to represent angels, but then...”


He grinned. “People have criticised me in the past because I can’t tell them I definitely believe in their concept of God. But I can tell you this: I sure as hell don’t believe in angels. I saw nine pretty sexy girls and I liked the sight. I see nothing wrong in that.”


Mark Swindon said, “I’m with you there, Enrico.”


Jane Swindon disagreed, but not predictably. She is not a predictable woman: small and tough and very pretty, amusing too. Riverside would be a better place with more colonists like her and her husband. “They scared me a bit,” she said. “I mean, I would expect Mark to like them; he always was a dirty-minded bum. But I didn’t like the way they looked identical. It was creepy, sort of.”


Something nudged the back of my mind. I found myself thinking of Mortimore Barker’s remark a few minutes ago. “… Utopia, where women are cloned from a base stock...”


Then a murmur of surprise banished the unease from my mind. A huge, garishly-decorated float had drifted out from a narrow backwater, just upstream from the starting line where the skitterbugs jostled. It was not one of the official floats depicting the history of Riverside and prepared by the Kindred of the Pioneers; those were all downstream. No, this float was an impostor.


“Get that goddamned thing out of here!” I heard Mrs Earnshaw roar.


The wind was blowing downstream and the strange vessel drifted with it, turning idly in the current, tassels and banners stirring in the breeze. It appeared to be unmanned. It was about ten metres long and three wide.


“That’s one of my barges!” exclaimed Swindon.


A makeshift mast had been stepped in the blunt bows of the scow, another in the stern. Between them a long banner drooped, bearing the words,


HANDS OFF ARCADIA.


“It’s the Liberty Lovers, or whatever the hell they call themselves,” somebody said. The float drifted among the skitterbugs, revolving.


GO HOME, HETHERINGTON read the banner on the reverse side. A group of skitterbugs surrounded the barge and began to propel it back upstream. Suddenly there was an explosion. The sides of the vessel fell away, smoking. The skitterbugs scattered. A large pyre stood revealed in the centre of the barge. Flames were already beginning to dart around the base and within seconds the entire vessel was ablaze.


Mounted on top of the pyre was the effigy of a man: a fat, toad-like man sitting in a wheelchair. As we watched, the chair tipped; the figure slid forwards and was engulfed in the flames.


A considerable proportion of the crowd cheered...


There was a sharp report and a ragged burst of cheering. The first race was under way.


Six skitterbugs fled down the estuary with a roaring hiss, riding pillows of foam. At the bend in the river five veered wide, following the channel under the trees—while the sixth cut the corner, travelling for a short distance over damp mud left bare by the receding tide. A cloud of ochre spray arose. As the skitterbugs swung around the distant bend and out of sight, it was apparent that the sixth craft had gained a slight lead.


I felt a touch on my arm. Doctor Ralph Streng stood beside me.


Streng is the sort of man who dominates any group; the sort of man whom people don’t interrupt. Of medium height and heavy build, he possesses a huge head with weather-beaten face all topped by a vast mane of silver-grey hair. He is a very impressive and somewhat daunting figure, the type that gets to be chairman of committees. A woman—not his wife—was hanging on to his arm. Ignoring her, he was considering me with his sharp blue eyes.


“You saw young Blake cut the corner?”


“Yes. It’s fairly safe, up to a point,” I replied. “There’s enough superheated steam to carry the boat about ten metres, at that speed. So it can ride over the mud on its reserves of steam, then refill when it hits the water again. Of course, the intake will suck up a quantity of mud—but as soon as the bug regains the water, it should flush through.”


“So you recommend skipping that bank.”


Streng had put me on the spot. He was taking part in the next race.


“Well... There are dangers... You have to be travelling fast enough.”


“Hell, Moncrieff. Why do you people always bleat about dangers? I wouldn’t be racing if it wasn’t dangerous.”


In due course the skitterbugs came skimming back towards us, the red-and-white striped craft of Paul Blake holding a clear lead. He leaped the mud flat again and crossed the finishing line several seconds ahead of his pursuers. He made a slow wide sweep opposite the wharf and tied up at a float. A cluster of young girls cheered shrilly. He climbed out and approached the platform, grinning, his face wet with spray. His father met him and congratulated him, the control cable incident forgotten for the time being.


I found Jane Swindon standing next to me. “Enjoying yourself?” I asked.


“Sort of...” She was watching Paul Blake; he had removed his helmet and was talking to some girl. His father was discussing the race with Kli a’ Po, the colony’s non-human. I’m used to the sight of Kli around the place now, but when I first arrived in Riverside I found him unsettling. Curiously enough, the thing which threw me was the fact that he wore clothes. Had he been naked, I could have accepted him in the way I accept a worral, or an ape. But the sight of fabric against the reptilian hide gave the same impression of masquerade, of wrongness, that a chimp’s tea party does. I couldn’t take him seriously. It made me realise what a perfectly natural thing racial prejudice was, back in the bad old days on Earth. Antisocial, indefensible by any code of ethics—but natural.


“You don’t sound very impressed by the regatta,” I said to Jane.


Her gaze moved over the skitterbugs tied to the float: the contestants were checking their craft for the next race. Streng sat relaxed in the cockpit of his green bug, distinctive mane of silver hair flopping about in the breeze. “Maybe I’m getting old, Kev,” said the pretty dark girl. “Or maybe Mort’s stunt with those angels spooked me. But I’m just wondering what the point of all this is. Those guys are trying to beat one another, that’s why they’re in those boats. But why are we watching?”


“It’s exciting, for God’s sake.”


“Only because there’s a chance of someone getting killed. That’s why ninety per cent of the people here are watching.”


“It’s a spectacle, that’s all. Just like the folk dancers.”


I indicated the roped-off area between the wharf and the fisheries warehouse, where the Kindred of the Pioneers cavorted doggedly with stamping feet and fluttering handkerchiefs to the tune of Vernon Thrale’s fiddle.


“You’ll notice nobody’s watching them,” Jane said, still in that subdued voice.


The platform was raised about two metres above the wharf: to our right and left the crowd buzzed expectantly. Beyond the warehouse and behind us, the road rose steeply up the hillside among the domed dwelling units to the rectangular structures of the Social Club and Mark Swindon’s Marine Research Station near the forested skyline. The entire colony—numbering at present some six hundred people together with an equal number of outsiders—were absorbed in the events on the water.


I hoped it wasn’t because they wanted someone to die.


“I think they get their jollies by identifying with the contestants, Jane.”


“Don’t you sense a sort of desperation? As though people are thinking: everything’s gone wrong with the world, and nothing matters any more? Don’t the races seem more … competitive than usual? Be honest, Kev.”


“That’s just Paul. He’s a bit wild.”


“He means to win. And so does Ralph Streng...”


I started as the cannon boomed and belched smoke, and the next batch of competitors hurtled down the estuary in a pall of spray and condensing steam...










CHAPTER TWO



There was a stranger standing a little apart from everyone else, at the back of the wharf where the grass and weed gave way to denser foliage, spike trees and sticker plants. He didn’t look like a tourist. He wore a dark raincoat and, although binoculars were slung around his neck, his hands had remained stuffed in his pockets ever since I’d first noticed him. In profile his features were sharp; his cheeks somewhat hollowed and his nose hooked, his hair sparse and white. He looked like a bald eagle who had been told to cut down on the calories. I judged his age to be around fifty-five.


It was his sudden movement which caught my eye. As the skitterbugs flashed past him, he raised the binoculars and watched the boats all the way around the bend. There was nothing unusual in that: dozens of people were doing the same thing. It was the man’s intentness which struck me, a solitary intentness like the marine bird he resembled.


There was the usual buzz of comment as the boats disappeared.


“Streng didn’t skip the mudflat,” said Mark Swindon.


“He will, when he needs to,” Jane replied.


And in due course the boats came back, Streng leading; and again he skirted the brown arm of the mudflat, skimmed up the straight, and came in an easy first.


So the races went on, and I could feel the tide of excitement rising within the crowd, until all the preliminary rounds were through, and the big final event was upon us. I saw the Newspocket crew stamp out their aphrohales and switch on their cameras; and, childlike, I pulled the miniature receiver from my pocket and saw myself watching the screen. Around me were important-looking people.


I wondered if the Hetherington Organisation’s emissaries were watching the broadcast in Premier City, and if they’d seen me. I wondered if they’d recognise me when I was introduced to them, tomorrow. I wondered why seeing myself on that tiny screen made me feel so goddamned important.


“A determination to succeed at trivialities is often an indication of a record of past failures, and serious ones,” someone was saying in didactic tones. I looked around, and saw a dark young guy talking to an earnest-looking, bespectacled girl. “I saw a sign once,” he said. “It read: ‘In case of fire, remove extinguisher from bracket and invert. Approach fire with caution, playing jet upon base of flames. If fire is too big to handle—’ And the rest was erased. Somebody had written in, ‘Go light a smaller one’.”


The girl laughed. She said, “Yeah, Phil. And I’d be scared to race in those goddamned little bugs, too.”


“There’s really no danger,” said the young guy, stiffly.


Six skitterbugs were strung abreast across the starting line, their small auxiliary pumps puttering away, maintaining the inflow of water until they began to move forward and the ram effect began. Paul Blake was there, and Bill Yong. Al Sung moved up to the line, waved to somebody. Streng sat easily, watching the muzzle of the cannon. Probably he’d calculated that he’d get a split-second’s advantage if he obeyed the flash instead of the sound. Chukalek, the cook from the Social Club, was an unexpected finalist to Streng’s right, fidgeting nervously. Alicia Desjardins completed the line-up, her dark hair bowed as she checked the instruments, or maybe prayed.


They were all in their places, all correct and ready to go. This is the moment the fool in charge of the cannon usually chooses to goof off, and this moment was no exception. Nothing happened for an eternity, then there was a hurried consultation, muttered recriminations and a puff of smoke from the touch-hole.


The gun boomed.


The skitterbugs rose simultaneously and began to slide forward, steam and spray fountaining from their sterns. Within ten metres they were moving fast; the drivers cut the auxiliaries and the noise abated. Accelerating with ghostly quietness, the little bugs hurtled down the estuary.


Paul Blake skipped over the mudflat, gaining a slight lead as the craft wheeled around the bend and disappeared, leaving parallel silver arcs on the dark surface.


The hawk-like stranger had joined the cameramen and was talking to them: I couldn’t hear the words but I saw them nodding. The lenses probed among the crowd like inquisitive eyes while we waited for the boats to reappear. Bets changed hands. Mortimore Barker lumbered past thoughtfully, head down and heavy jowls oozing over his collar.


I heard a metallic voice grating, “Blake’s still in the lead. Streng’s closing. Past Anchor Pool now, Desjardins last...” Someone held a transceiver: someone else was probably up on the ridge trail, overlooking the lower part of the estuary. The course was over fifteen kilometres long; the craft turned at the estuary mouth between the two tall headlands and just short of Mark Swindon’s fish pens. They would return in about ten minutes.


Behind, I heard the endless jig of Thrale’s fiddle as the Pioneers pounded determinedly on, single-minded in their endeavour to bring culture to the masses. Mrs Earnshaw, having forgotten Barker’s shameless exploitation of the female body during the opening spectacle, hurried past me and caught up with the promoter before he reached the cameras. I heard her urging him to make sure the Kindred of the Pioneers’ exhibition of arts and crafts at the Social Club was thoroughly publicised.


The minutes went by and the tension mounted. Conversation died; indeed, anyone who spoke was immediately hushed by his neighbours as everybody listened for the returning boats.


The transceiver crackled: “Blake and Streng... Blake and Streng...”


Ezra Blake stood nearby, his face expressionless. Jane Swindon was chewing her lip; she and her husband watched the bend in the river.


The boats shot into view.


Two bugs held a clear lead over the other; they raced neck and neck beneath the overhanging trees, flinging a shower of spray clear up the bank. They seemed to be heading straight for the mudflat. The other boats were in a tight bunch, fifteen metres behind.


Somebody was muttering, “Steady, boy... Steady...”


A rising din, a babble of comment came from the crowd, breaking into an untidy, excited cheering. The platform shuddered as people surged against the supports, craning necks, staring down the estuary.


The leading bugs arrowed towards the mudflat.


The rest of the field was nowhere now. Nobody was watching them. All eyes were concentrated on those two tiny speeding hunks of machinery, each with its frail human pilot, each pilot with his own inflexible desire to win...


The crowd screamed.


Beside me a woman gasped, a man grunted, “Oh, God...”


One of the bugs, out there in the river, seemed to hesitate. The second bug swept wide, paralleled the arm of the mudflat. The first bug skipped on the mud, raised an explosion of black spray, leaped, touched again and dug in, flipping over.


A small shape flew in a fast low arc, limbs waving puppet-like, and hit the water on our side of the mudflat with a small splash, a quiet splash.


The second bug rounded the mudflat, passed the subsiding ripples without slackening speed and raced up the calm water towards us, towards the finishing line. There were no cheers. Near me, a girl was weeping quietly.


A bug paused by the mudflat, wallowing while the pilot could be seen leaning over the side, pulling something inert from the water.


The winner flashed past the platform; the second, third and fourth bugs finished within seconds. The fifth boat was a long way off: this was the boat the crowd watched. Beyond, the capsized bug lay on the mudflat, helpless like an upturned turtle.


Soon Alicia Desjardins slid slowly to the float, the motionless form of Paul Blake draped across the snub nose of her skitterbug. Hands reached out, lifted him ashore, laid him out on the wharf. By the time I reached the group, Streng was already rising to his feet from beside Paul Blake. He wiped his hands dry on his thick sweater.


“He’ll be O.K.,” he said briefly. “Just a bit shaken up, that’s all.”


Through the forest of legs, I saw Paul sitting up, shaking his head dazedly.


Ezra Blake broke away from the group and seized Streng by the arm.


“You bastard!” he yelled. “You lousy bastard, you could have killed him, you know that? What sort of a fucking doctor do you call yourself, eh?” His heavy face was white, his thick lips worked.


Streng detached himself. “I call myself a good doctor, if that’s really what you want to know,” he said calmly, in that deep voice of his. “And in point of fact, I didn’t kill your son. You’ll gain nothing by idiotic speculation.”


It was some seconds before Ezra Blake could speak. His fat fists shivered before his chest as he mouthed wordlessly. Maybe one of us should have stepped in, calmed him down, got Streng away: but nobody did. I think we were all a little awed in the presence of so much rage.


Ezra Blake finally said, “You... You knew he was going to jump the mud, and you … you pulled across his bows.” He stared at the rest of us; his rage was turning to tears, the futility—and maybe the relief that Paul was unhurt—was unmanning him. “You forced him to … to slow down … so that …”


Paul was on his feet, coughing; he recovered and walked unsteadily towards his father. He took the older man by the arm. “Come on, Dad,” he said. “Forget it, huh? It’s all in the game.” Then, because we’re all of us human, he said, “I’ll get the bastard next time.”


His father stared at him, mumbling.


Streng said, “You’re quite welcome to try, Paul.” He turned away and walked towards the platform steps.


Mortimore Barker stood hugely there, face grave. “In all my years as an observer of the human animal in all its guises, I have rarely seen, if ever, such an—”


“Let me past, man. Save your speech for a bigger audience.” Streng brushed past the press agent and climbed the steps.


“By Christ, I will, at that!” shouted Barker, charging after him.


There was a stampede up the steps to the platform where we found Mrs Earnshaw holding the trophy—a miniature replica of a skitterbug mounted on a bronze plaque—for once totally at a loss.


Barker snatched it from her. “I’ll present the prize!” he roared. “By Christ, I’ll present the bastard with his prize! Cameras!” He gestured imperiously and the Newspocket lenses swung his way, and the microphone boom extended like a gallows.


And Ralph Streng stood calmly before him, smiling …


“Ladies and Gentlemen,” began Mortimore Barker


Even if he doesn’t have to act, a man still thinks quickly during a crisis. A Mortimore Barker character study was flashing through my mind: why was Barker so incensed? Barker was a hard case. Barker was not particularly fond of the Blakes, father or son. Father was wealthy and overbearing. Son was opinionated and loud... But over half the crowd were not aware of this. And there is nothing a crowd likes more than a butt, a scapegoat—it makes each individual member of that crowd feel secure, cosy in his anonymity. And Barker was a newsman, quick to sense public opinion, quick to take a convenient moral stand...


Ralph Streng, right now, was good copy. He was still smiling as Barker began, voice taking on sing-song tones of exaggerated sarcasm. He watched the speaker with interest and I wondered what was in his mind, with what cold logic he intended to destroy Barker... Streng seemed to radiate an aura of power—not good, not evil—simply animal power as his very presence began to make Barker’s words seem childish and naive and wildly inappropriate...


Barker stopped talking.


He was staring towards the cameras; one of the crew signified that they were switched off, and the hawkfaced stranger was there, beckoning. Barker shrugged, ambled across, and there was a quiet discussion. I saw the stranger produce a card, emphasise a few points with a clenched fist. Barker nodded. He smiled. He returned to the centre of the platform, glanced back at the cameras, then handed the trophy to Streng.


“Congratulations, Ralph,” he said in a perfectly normal voice. “A fine race, skilfully won...” He continued for a few moments with a very standard presentation speech with but few traces of sarcasm.


Then Streng replied in like fashion. Barker led the crowd in a burst of lukewarm applause.


Next, Barker seized Alicia Desjardins by the arm and drew her forward.


“And now, here’s the real hero of the regatta!” he boomed.


I noticed the hawkfaced man frown in sudden exasperation; then he shrugged, smiled briefly and nodded to the cameraman who had asked him something. The cameras continued to whirr.


Barker was quickly into his stride. “This beautiful young woman, the only female contender in the race—but mark my words, if we can judge anything by her performance, we’ll be seeing a lot more of the lovely ladies in the Riverside regatta in future. Yes, sir—we men have had it our own way for too long! But that’s beside the point. The point is, we have Alicia to thank for preventing a dreadful tragedy this afternoon. After all the men in the race had ignored the cries for help of their stricken comrade, Alicia alone sacrificed her chance of fame and glory. Singlehanded and showing a courage and fortitude which the other contestants might have done well to emulate, she saved young Paul Blake from a watery grave...”


“God Almighty,” I heard someone groan. I looked round. It was Mrs Earnshaw. She winked at me grotesquely.


Barker had managed to procure Paul Blake from somewhere and was standing over him and Alicia like a priest at a wedding, bawling his platitudes to Paul’s obvious discomfort. Nobody likes to be cast in the role of one who owes his life.


“Alicia, my dear. Say a few words to your adoring public,” said Barker eventually.


Alicia Desjardins stepped dutifully up to the mike. She is a tall girl with dark hair and a pleasant, if slightly equine face. She gulped and smiled toothily.


“I’m not beautiful,” she began surprisingly. “Uh, we have an arrangement in races. The person lying last is the one who stops at accidents. There’s nothing brave in leaning over the side of your cockpit and hoisting some guy on to the foredeck. It’s hard work, but I’m a strong girl. And I’d rather not have any more women in racing. I enjoy being the only one around here. Uh, thank you.”


Now the crowd really cheered. Jane Swindon grinned at me.


“Oh God... Oh God...” I moaned into her ear. “I love that girl. I love her strength, her honesty. I love her hair and her figure and her attitude of mind. I love her, Jane.”


She was watching me and her smile faded, just a little. “Well, why … Why don’t you ask her out, Kev? Maybe have a few dances with her tonight, at the Club. Huh?” She was serious.


“I couldn’t be seen dancing with a girl who looked like an intelligent bay mare, could I, Jane?”


She frowned, she tried not to laugh; I don’t know what she was thinking. “You are the original dirty rat, Kevin,” she said at last.


Although numbers of tourists had departed for their home sub-colonies, the Social Club was packed, the crowd spilling out into the street. Children drank pop on the fringes. The evening was warm. I stood against the yellow concrete wall, beer in hand, while the mob milled about, shouting and laughing and passing drinks out of the windows. Despite Streng’s suspect victory in the skitterbug class the regatta had apparently been a success, the various other events having passed without untoward incident.


Streng himself drew near, propelled by a chance surge of the crowd. With him was the Reverend Batelli and Tom Minty, a somewhat wild youth who was, surprisingly, a member of the Colony Committee.


Batelli was saying, “But there must have been other considerations in your mind, Ralph.”


Streng was smiling. Above his head a kite bug sailed, its luminous web floating like gossamer in the twilight. The bug dipped, touched his shoulder. Streng glanced sideways, reached up and squashed the kite bug between finger and thumb, dusting the web from his clothes.


“I was thinking of winning,” he said. “That’s all. That’s what racing is all about. I knew Paul Blake was going to jump the mudflat again, and he knew I was right beside him. He knows me, so he knew the risk. He took it, and lost.”


Tom Minty chuckled. “I bet nobody’s ever called you chicken, Doctor.”


“Didn’t you think of stopping to pull him out of the water, Ralph?” asked Batelli.


“Man is a social animal. My instinct—that which urges me to preserve the species—told me to stop. My intelligence—that which distinguishes me from animals—told me that I would lose the race if I stopped. It also told me that I would be unpopular if I didn’t stop. It reminded me, however, that it’s the duty of the last pilot in line to stop—therefore Blake was safe from drowning. By stopping, I would gain a certain grudging approval from the crowd, nothing more. I desired victory more than the crowd’s approval. So I won.”


“It sounds reasonable enough, put that way,” said Minty uncertainly.


“I’m glad you think so, Tom,” said Streng gravely, but we knew he didn’t mean it. Neither the opinion of Tom Minty or anyone else meant anything to Ralph Streng. He had no morals, no scruples, and was motivated purely by self-interest.


In case it sounds as though I despised the man, let me say that I considered him probably the most intelligent person in Riverside, and certainly the most honest. Over the past year I had drunk many a scotch in his company, in that neat little dwelling unit of his near the Research Station. I’d tried to find out what made him tick, probing away while he chuckled and confounded me, and his wife smiled vaguely from her chair opposite.


I suppose one particular remark summed up his philosophy concerning himself and those around him; he said it often, smiling pleasantly.


“We are all amoral—but only I admit it.”


That was Ralph Streng. He smiled at us now, confident and self-possessed, and moved away. The crowd parted automatically to let him through, as though he willed it that way.


Mark Swindon was near; he turned to us after watching Streng go. “He’s got away with it again, huh?”


Batelli said quietly, “Ralph will always get away with it.”


“Don’t be too sure of that, Enrico.” Swindon was serious. “People can’t be unpredictable—particularly in a small colony. I know...”


Two years ago, at the height of the Relay Effect when half of Arcadia went mad, Professor Mark Swindon had been hunted down by the villagers like an animal... They had intended to kill him; thanks only to good luck and the intervention of a few unusual people like Tom Minty and Mrs Earnshaw, he was still alive.


Swindon continued. “This meeting with the Hetherington Organisation tomorrow, Kev... I don’t need to remind you how important it is to the colony. I’m sure we can rely on you to get the best deal possible—but you’re going to meet some hostility when you get back here, whatever happens. Uh... I wish you luck.”
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