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	Earth. AD 2170


	 


	 


	Chapter One


	 


	Earth orbit 2124


	“I cannot make anything out anymore,” said twenty-eight year-old Professor Henry Bligh, gazing down at Terra Firma from the observation window in the stationary weather observation station Cygnus IV – one of four poised thousands of kilometres above the Earth’s surface – Earth, once named the blue planet that was now a shiny, white ellipse, covered in a permanent layer of cloud. 


	This rotating, metal monstrosity, with its centrifugal force-induced Earth-like gravity living quarters, a garden that provided fruit and vegetables and a heated swimming pool arranged around the periphery, was his and his family’s permanent home. 


	It had been their domicile for the past eight years, and, with enough provisions to last at least another two hundred, and with no hope of return, due to lack of resources, it would also be their last resting place. 


	His job was the maintenance of this artificial satellite and the collation of data received from the on-board telescopes, now useless, as the radar cameras were the only recording devices able to penetrate Earth’s water-laden atmosphere. 


	He heard his colleague, twenty-four year-old Professor Mary Simpson, as she entered through the main hatch from behind him, also naked, as they found the use of clothing unnecessary in their artificial, warm, moist surroundings. 


	She floated slowly towards him. 


	He said quietly, “Mother Earth looks so sad, yet peaceful, does it not?”


	She closed in on him with a grace born of practice. 


	He felt her warm breath on his neck and her hand as it trailed up to his shoulder. 


	“Yeah sure,” she replied, “but I don’t believe the good Lord meant it to be this way. It’ll change back one day, Honey, just you see.” She turned him in the zero gravity saying, “Time for bed, lover boy.”


	He thought about their sons and daughters, all of them twins. “Are the children sleeping?”


	“Like babes, Sugar, all ten of ‘em.”


	*


	While the observers above made love, so the world below turned, oblivious of their pleasurable actions, and others, more intent on enjoying the rigors of life, continued, regardless of the danger and perils ever present on the world’s oceans, with their work; as if this was the one and only environment worth saving from man’s selfish passion – greed.


	 


	South Atlantic


	The converted Russian ice-breaker, re-named Albatross, crashed down into the trough of another mountainous wave, half submerging the bow, sending a huge shower of sea water onto a woman clinging to the bridge railing, braving the elements, laughing at Poseidon’s attempts to dislodge her. 


	Wiping her face with her free hand while descending the bridge stairway, Elizabeth McDougal considered the earlier radio message from the ship’s doctor. 


	‘I am concerned with the seriousness of the situation, Liz, but I assure you this is not a contagious disease, in fact I fear it is something worse.’  


	She’d told him, ‘I hope it’s not that stone-age reactor, I’ll have to recommend a rape-seed engine in any case-‘


	Steve Carter, the ship’s captain, interrupted her pondering, his voice sounded over the tannoy, “There is an easier way and a dryer one you know, Doctor McDougal.” 


	She saw his face behind the rain-spattered bridge window. 


	“This is more exhilarating, Steve,” she said more to herself because of the wind as she peered through the rain at the horizon as it disappeared behind the next wave. 


	He slid the window to one side, features questioning as she passed the bridge doorway. “What do you have in mind now?”


	She shouted, “I’d better get down to sick bay. Doc’ sounded worried on the radio.” 


	“See you later then, Liz,” he answered grinning as he slid the glass back. 


	Holding on to the metal railing as the ship lurched, rose, and fell, she descended to the deck, opened a steel door and slipped inside, securing the door before another giant wave crashed down onto the deck. 


	With her oilskins dripping water, she hastened down the gangway, both hands on the handrail. 


	She entered the softly lit room, removed her oilskin top, hung it up on the available hook, grabbing the safety line as the vessel lurched heavily.


	Doctor Simon Jones stood up from behind his desk. 


	She made her way to him. 


	“Hello, Liz, thanks for coming straight away,” teeth flashing, attempting a smile.


	“Hello, Simon, how is he doing,” she said avoiding his gaze.


	“His condition has worsened.” 


	Her brow tensed, recalling the treatment. ‘I thought he’d cured him.’ “Show me,” she said, her hand indicating, stepping back.


	She followed him past the empty cots, bolted to the deck, as the ship battled with the sea; the room shaking, medicine bottles rattling in their racks. 


	The patient lay strapped down in his bunk; fast asleep.


	She couldn’t recall his name but remembered meeting him though at the start of the voyage. His appearance no longer resembled that of a young man, just turned nineteen. “My God, how he has changed, the poor boy, he looks awful.”


	The skin on his hands and face was transparent; she could count the veins beneath the surface. His breathing was laboured; head bald except for a few wisps of grey hair around his ears. 


	She said looking at the patient, “What are the symptoms, Simon,” fearing the worst. 


	“He complained of tiredness after a month on board, I prescribed extra vitamins, but he still complained of fatigue, so I recommended bed rest for a while. His hair turned grey overnight, and started falling out in handfuls. He finished up looking like this. All this occurred while you were out with the expedition on Berkner Island.”


	‘The reactor.’


	She asked, “Are you sure it isn’t radiation contamination.”


	“I’m positive. The Geiger counter reading stated so; the reactor is safe.”


	“What is it then, some sort of illness?” She found herself looking at him, a lost and lonely soul, always coming onto her. 


	“He’s not what I would call ill, Liz, but he is in a bad way. It’s his heart, and it is not the heart of a nineteen-year old, more like ninety. He has to return home immediately, he needs special care.” 


	She moved away from him, the cot, picked up the internal telephone. “I’ll tell Steve, he can call Port Stanley,” she said, “They can fly him out the day after tomorrow as we should be in range by then,” Her finger poised over the buttons, she said, “And your diagnosis, I must write something in my report.” 


	“I have heard of cases like this before, but this sort of thing is still new to me.” He stared at her, this time with concern for his patient. “Liz, he is old beyond his time, he is degenerating fast, and he is, literally speaking, dying of old age.” 


	 


	Departure


	Eighteen months later, Elizabeth looked down as the ship below her dwindled in size. 


	The pilot’s voice sounded in her headphones, “There goes your floating hotel, Liz. Are you going to miss it when you’re home?” 


	The vibrations coursed through her body as the helicopter’s revolutions increased, heading inland. 


	She grinned at her two colleagues sitting opposite her, Steven Gough, and Simon Jones, and told the pilot - not visible to her, “I’m not bothered, Terry, as I’ll be back on board the Albatross after its refit in four weeks time, then I’m off to the South Atlantic again.” She added, as she looked at the others, “The sea is my real home.” She called out as the machine banked and thundered onwards towards its destination and then shouted, “And it sure beats flying.”


	After saying her good-byes to Steven and Simon, she stepped down from the hydrogen-propelled coast guard helicopter. 


	Ducking under the slowly swirling blades she hurried away from the machine without a backward glance as it took off from the Orkney Isles main airfield. 


	As she gazed up at the familiar bright, grey sky, she thought of her birthplace, the northern Isles then she looked out over the bay at her latest ship, taking on its new crew. 


	In several hours it would head towards the northern wastes, which lacked the ice from a century ago. 


	Her shoulders drooped, as the words ran through her mind. My brave beautiful ship! When will I see you again I wonder? 


	She left the airfield and headed towards the horse-drawn coach, waiting for her. The half-dozen passengers greeted her as she climbed aboard, after she deposited her luggage with the driver. The coach, a solid, open-windowed affair made out of seasoned wood, rested on old-fashioned steel springs. 


	The padded seating inside the double compartments was leather-covered and quite comfortable. 


	On their journey, they talked mostly about their travels and about the weather.


	 One of them, a grey-haired woman remarked, “How lucky we are to have so much cloud protecting us from the sun’s rays.” 


	They all nodded in agreement, except an old, wrinkle-faced man who said, “All that cloud, it aint’ natural, we need the sun for light and energy.”


	 


	Angus


	She looked out of the window as the driver pulled up at the coach station in the town square of her birthplace, a fishing community on the coast. It hadn’t changed much since she left. The houses with their whitewashed walls, their slate or moss covered roofs and gaily painted woodwork.


	It was a Saturday, market day and the streets were full of people. 


	After she stepped down from the wooden vehicle she collected her rucksack, which she slung over her shoulder. The aroma of fresh-baked bread greeted her, along with fried fish, roast lamb and an assortment of fruit and vegetables as she searched for her family.


	Her parents were making their way through the shoppers, led by her sixteen-year old son, Angus, the youngest of seven and the only boy, towards the carriage. Her husband, Douglas, a coastguard captain, was in Edinburgh for the whole of Saturday, visiting his parents with their six daughters, and they would not be joining them until tomorrow.


	Angus was wearing a dark tweed jacket, a white shirt and the McDougal kilt. She gazed at her son as he searched the throng. 


	How fast he has grown in the past four years. 


	She prepared to call out, ‘Angus, over here’, but as if on cue, the boy broke away and rushed forward to greet her. 


	He ran full tilt into her, causing her to gasp and his arms slipped round her, holding on to her. The rucksack slipped from her grasp and she let it fall to the ground as she embraced him. 


	His whole body was trembling, and a warm feeling spread through her whole being. 


	She steadied herself and looked at her parents as they approached her. They appeared fit and healthy; her father tall like herself, a doctor and her mother, a trained nurse, whose olive complexion she had inherited due to Nubian DNA from the Roman occupation in Emperor Hadrian’s time. 


	Angus looked up at her, his face aglow. “I missed ye, Ma, ye’ll no be goin’ away agin’ will ye, Ma?”


	His words sank deep into her consciousness; more so, as he nestled against her body in silence, crushing her with an unusual strength. 


	As she held him tight, her eyes closed, visions of her life with him invaded her senses; his birth as she turned twenty-one, then suckling him, weaning him, teaching him to walk, after which he was four years older and reading to her. The memories went on, all in four-year spans, with short periods that filled her mind with a mixture of sadness and joy. 


	All at once, for some unfathomable reason, her love for this child pushed aside her longing to return to the sea, it now seemed alien to her, forbidden, and she considered what she, her husband and her son had missed. How could I have been so damn selfish? Oh, God forgive me.


	As she accepted these thoughts, her body tingled with an electric charge, which grew inside her, and she heard the words echo inside her head, “I love you, dear mother.” Her eyes brimmed over and she crushed her son to her, sobbing. She gasped for air and said aloud, “I, I’ll no be goin’ away to sea, never agin’ my boy, never, ever.”


	He moved in her embrace, and she sensed his contentment, then he bent down and picked up her rucksack, he shouldering it easily.


	He pulled her over to his grandparents. 


	She greeted them tearfully, joyfully, hugging them fiercely, her memories of them tinged with sorrow, at their absence in her past life. With Angus leading the way, she walked hand in hand with them down the main street, more than happy to be home. 


	After a while, she became uneasy, she had only been away four years, but the people had changed, she had never seen so many older people here before. 


	She gazed around for a while, and then pulled Angus closer to her as a shiver ran down her spine. 


	She looked at people her own age and saw numerous couples, walking with their children, some of whom she recognized.


	 She greeted old acquaintances in passing or engaged with them in small talk.


	She saw a group of several youths and a dozen girls, avoiding any elderly people who greeted them as they headed, laden with suitcases and backpacks, towards the coach station. After a group of elderly men and women, unknown to her, walked by she said, “Dad, who are all these auld folk and where are all the young ones?” 


	Her father looked at his wife standing by his side and back to his daughter. 


	He indicated a number of elderly people congregating outside the post office, on the other side of the street and said quietly, “As you just saw, some of them are leaving for the mainland as usual, to work or study, and the other young people are standing over there, what is left of them.” 


	The last sentence sounded to her somewhat ominous. As she looked at the group of elderly people, mostly women, she recalled the young man aboard the Vanguard and his burial at sea twenty-four hours after she visited him in the sick bay. Turning back to her father, her face pale and her voice strained, she said fiercely, “What the hell is going on here?” 


	Hugh McDermott took her hand and they walked on behind Angus and her mother. 


	After they rounded the next corner her father turned to her, his features showing concern. “I don’t rightly know, but there is something else, and that I can only disclose to ye when we are haim.”


	“Tell me now, please,” she demanded, stopping in her tracks and he with her. She looked at her father, and as his eyes met hers. 


	She felt something intangible coursing through her mind, she felt as if some entity was trying to take away, no - inquire, ask or demand information – it was a whisper, a questioning thought. 


	“Your son is a highly-developed telepath.”


	Something made her turn to her son. At that instant his voice sounded in her head, louder than her father’s.


	 “Be not afraid, Mother, I will teach you, I sense your eagerness to learn.” 


	The words lingered inside her head, and then came more.


	‘But you must promise never to reveal this to anyone, ever, for I fear it would lead to our demise.”


	Her mother call out, “Watch out, she’s going.” Then her vision failed her and she felt strong arms take a hold of her.


	 


	Birth Rate


	In 2136, in her office of a hospital building in Wellington, New Zealand, Matron Valerie Gibson, fully-qualified midwife, switched off her monitor. She sat back in her chair her mind in a whirl, talking to herself, ‘I don’t believe it, this can’t be happening. What are we going to do now, this is awful?’


	She swivelled in her chair, picked up the telephone, dialled a number. 


	After a voice sounded in the receiver, she said, “Hello, my name is Valerie Gibson; I’m the Matron of the Maternity clinic at the General Hospital in Auckland. Could I speak to the Health Minister please?” 


	After listening she said, “Thank you.” … “Mr Riley, good evening sir. I apologize for calling so late, but you did ask me to keep you informed.”…


	She listened, said, “Yes, it is. I have the annual reports here from all of the maternity departments in every hospital in the country. I have just finished the report and I will fax it to you immediately. “


	She added, “But I think you ought to know first-hand, it is unbelievable, the figures have risen drastically, or should I say fallen.”...“Yes, I double-checked every single one.”


	She waited, listening once more then said, “I’m afraid so, on average, only every seventh one.” She listened, nodded. “Yes, that is correct, six females to one male.


	 


	Baby-Alarm


	Three years later, Nineteen-year-old nurse Rebecca Paget of the maternity department in the Aachen University clinic, mother of twins, nudged her colleague, co-wife; head nurse Eva Belger saying, “They’re here already, what do we do now?”


	‘Shit happens, be patient’ was the mental reply.


	Eva, herself a mother of four healthy girls, lifting a baby from the old-fashioned weighing scales, followed her gaze to the corridor behind the glass partition. 


	Carrying the baby, she walked over to the glass partition separating the room from the corridor, moving between a dozen cots containing sleeping infants, stopped before an elderly couple waiting on the other side of the glass partition, presented the child to them, smiling and waiving its arms. 


	From her left, through the pane, she saw the chief resident, Professor Michael Koenig, approaching, walking along the corridor in the company of several grey uniformed men, members of the protector force, high ranking officers, judging by the insignia. The group stopped next to the elderly couple who were smiling at the baby girl in Eva’s arms.


	The six months old baby boy was in for its quarterly check-up, he was, giggling, waving her arms at the couple.


	In the corridor, Protector Doctor, Colonel Hector Carson, an obstetrician on a visit from Britain, looked at the child in Eva’s arms then at the Professor. “A fine baby.” he said to the couple, “You must be the proud grandparents?” 


	The couple regarded the officer, the man said, “No, actually she’s our daughter, we are not as old as we appear.” 


	The Colonel’s smile waned slightly, he nodded. “Congratulations.” 


	He took hold of the doctor’s arm as they continued down the corridor. “Are those two really as old as they look, was he lying?” 


	Professor Koenig shook his head imperceptibly. 


	Carson stopped, looked back at the infant as it stared back at him through the glass, unsmiling. 


	A deathly chill ran up Carson’s spine filling his mind with dread and he took out his mobile phone dialling fast. 


	He turned to the Professor, “My God, Professor, what have we created?” 


	He said, “What on earth do you mean?”


	“That baby, it felt like he was inside my head.”


	“Yes, I know, we have had quite a few like that.”


	“Quite a few! What do you mean?”


	The professor’s mouth opened, his lips moved, but not a sound passed them as he stood there as if frozen, except for the perspiration running down his reddened face, staining his shirt collar.


	Carson looked back at the baby and saw the old couple and four nurses behind the glass, each holding a baby and saw all eyes staring intently at him.


	Eva Belger looked at her colleagues and the old couple and the other babies and sent a message to them all, ‘We have to get out of this place, now!’


	The professor, Carson and his companions began gasping for breath then they all collapsed and lay writhing on the tiled floor. One by one they became still with their skin slowly turning purple as they lay there.


	On the other side of the partition the occupants of the nursery and all the babies in their cots had vanished.


	 


	 


	France. 2150 AD


	Aurevoir


	The silent sun, having rested, appeared once again, spreading its radiance, and the heavens on the horizon turned a dull red behind the permanent cloud cover. 


	After a while, the color changed to a bright orange, and then to white, its strength waxing and waning in accordance with the density of the cumulus partition, as Sol continued his ascent. 


	Under this dull, but colourful blanket, in a large farmhouse, far from the Paris suburbs, Chantal LeClerq, a thirty-six year-old grey-haired woman, her body bent with premature age, watched from the window as a large four-wheeled horse-drawn cart left the farmyard with its passengers. 


	Three women and a dozen children sat on benches on each side of the vehicle. 


	The children, aged from seven to fifteen, chatted away, filling the morning air with their silver tones. 


	The driver, husband to the three women, and father of the children, turned and spoke cheerfully as the cart trundled on, pulled by a huge Clydesdale workhorse, with the occupants laughing gaily. 


	The woman continued her morning vigil, watching as her twin sister, a healthy brunette, drove off in the opposite direction of the cart containing her husband and joint family; seated in her two-wheeled buggy, pulled by a silver roan mare at the start of her rounds as district Vetinary Surgeon a journey that would take over six hours barring incidents.   


	Outside in the yard, now silent with the loss of children’s laughter, a cock crowed belligerently and in the distance a dog barked at some stranger. 


	The woman stood alone in a child’s room, wearing her best summer frock, the one her husband liked the most.


	She gazed sadly at the unused cot, and at the toys, some still in their original packing, in the brightly, wallpapered room with its colourful pictures and posters, and a sudden unwanted tear rolled down her wrinkled cheek. 


	The stairs creaked and she heard her husband of more than twenty years, a balding man of thirty-seven, crippled with arthritis, approaching up the stairway. 


	Quickly brushing away the tear, she turned to him, smiling as he entered. 


	He wore his best Sunday suit and a recently ironed shirt, together with a tie she’d bought him for his last birthday. 


	They approached one another slowly, arms extended and embraced tenderly. 


	He kissed her gently on the lips, and she returned the kiss willingly. 


	Their eyes met and she stroked his cheek with her hand in her usual fashion. “Why Marcel, why ever us, we have worked hard and prayed to God for a child, we gave to the church, helped our neighbours and the less fortunate, why were we never blessed?”


	Her husband sighed and took her hand, kissing the palm softly. He knew how much she had longed for just one child, although she would dearly have had a dozen. He shrugged his shoulders, which sagged as if the movement tired him. He smiled as he gazed at her, “I am not sure, Cherie, maybe some things are meant to be? Our life has been full, and now it is time to leave.”


	She said, “I agree with you, we are only a burden to my sister and her family. I just hope God will forgive us for leaving this world in such a way.”


	He answered, “The Lord is no stranger to compassion, I am sure he will understand the meaning of our passing.”


	They left the unused child’s room arm in arm, walked along the corridor, and entered their bedroom, holding firmly onto one another. 


	In the middle of the room, its polished wooden floor creaking very little under their meagre weight stood a small cherry wood table, complete with a fine lace tablecloth. 


	On this table stood a bottle of Napoleon Brandy, together with two small lead-crystal brandy glasses and a small medicine bottle. The man picked up and removed the cork, with some effort, from the brandy bottle. 


	After dropping the cork onto the table, he filled the two glasses and handed one to his wife. They raised the glasses in silence to one another and slowly emptied them. 


	After handing his glass to the woman, the man picked up the small bottle and removed the stopper. He added three drops to the dregs in each of the glasses then replaced the stopper, pocketed the bottle and picked up the brandy bottle once more. He half-filled the glasses and smiled at his wife as he set the bottle back down on the table. 


	“Down in one, Cherie, it won’t burn, just take a deep breath and then we will be together, forever.” 


	The woman smiled, and they kissed for what seemed like an eternity, then, after breaking off gently and still holding their glasses, they walked over, hand in hand, to a bed covered in a finely embroidered silken quilt.


	They parted and moved to the appropriate sides and lay down, their heads resting on the down-filled pillows. 


	Joining hands once again, they looked at one another for the last time. Then they raised their glasses to their lips and downed the contents. 


	After turning to face one another for one last look, the couple’s eyes glazed over and then closed, forever. 


	Their glasses slipped from their fingers, and rolled off the bed and onto the floor. 


	A whisper filled the whole room, “What did I tell you, Cherie?” 


	Followed by, “Shush, my love, not so loud.”


	Then, on the table, a strange thing happened, the cork replaced itself in the brandy bottle, and then the bedroom window opened, sliding up all by itself, the curtains billowing in the draught, and somewhere, away from the house, a dog howled mournfully. 


	 


	 


	Manhunters


	On the French coast in 2153,fifty Kilometres west of Cannes, Arthur Jonathan Webb, at 42, a successful gynaecologist, stood together with his 39-year-old wife, Selena. The beach on which they stood, boasted a sign: Nudists only by order. 


	This was a silly regulation as nobody, for the last fifty years, had taken a plunge into the briny or any other stretch of water, wearing nothing more than their skin. 


	They watched in amusement as their four offspring, two boys, and two girls, all past puberty, cavorted like school kids in the shallows with a large beach ball. 


	She said, “I worry about him. He has changed much these past two years.” 


	“Yes he has, and he worries me too. Hey look - we have visitors, man hunting.” He shook his head, “They’re starting young too - some of them are barely into their teens.”


	As he spoke, she eyed a half-a-dozen French girls of different ages as they joined in the game of catch. She looked at her oldest boy, Aaron, his hair tinged with grey. She noticed how he was not as quick on his feet as he was last summer, but what worried her was that he was only twenty-two. 


	Arthur sighed and ran the fingers of both hands through his wavy black hair. “It puzzles me no end, his blood count is below normal, his skin tissue has altered, but it’s not cancer as I at first feared.”


	“Do you think it is this so-called DNA deficiency syndrome, have you checked his heart?”


	“I’ll check that tomorrow, again, when I take him in for some more tests.”


	She watched her other son John, 16, the youngest of the four as he wrestled some way off with two of the older French girls.


	Their pale olive bodies, wet from the spray, contrasted sharply with her sons’ darkened form. 


	John tripped one of the girls and she fell onto her back in the shallows. 


	As he reached down to her other one grabbed him from behind, wrapping both her arms around his chest. He turned easily in her embrace, pulled her to him and their lips touched. 


	While John and the girl kissed, the other girl tried to grasp his hand in reprisal. 


	The girl in his arms responded by crushing her pelvis against John’s and giggled as the other girl joined in, embracing them both.


	Serena smiled at her husband and watched as the trio ran past them into the dunes and turned to embrace her husband. 


	“I wonder what they will get up to,” she said as she turned to him.


	As they faced one another she gazed with longing at his golden brown skin and his depilated, muscular form. Her eyes followed his Maori tribal tattoos, writhing from his neck and shoulders, down across his chest and stomach, before spreading across his thighs, leaving his calves free.


	He pulled her to him and they embraced and kissed as they had the first time. Then he picked her up and carried her off into the dunes, staying well away from the noise his son and the girls were making.


	 


	 


	Painful Departure


	Protector Colonel Harald Scharschmitt, on a visit to the city of Essen in Germany in the summer of 2155, the headquarters of Western Europe’s Protector Force, strolled down a deserted street over the cracked and moss-covered paving stones in the company of several female junior officers.


	Despite the growing civil unrest, he felt secure as he was preceded and followed by armed troopers, the majority of them well-built females. He looked to the commotion fifty meters ahead of them and called out, “What’s going on, Sergeant?” 


	The female NCO approached him. “A suspicious person, sir, we found him hiding in a doorway.” 


	She indicated an old man, his bent body enclosed in a ragged mackintosh. 


	The man, grey-haired, unshaven and dishevelled, turned and looked at Scharschmitt intently, his brow heavily creased. A look of recognition altered his features, and he smiled widely as the colonel approached, “Harald, Harald Scharschmitt, is that you Harald?” 


	Scharschmitt looked at the vagabond and moved closer with his entourage. “Who are you?” He asked.


	“It’s me, Karl Rozman,” the man said, “your uncle; you probably don’t recognize me after all this time.” 


	Scharschmitt stared at the man. “I don’t have an uncle and I’ve never seen you before in my life.” 


	Rozman straightened up with some difficulty, his acting debut at an end. “That doesn’t matter now,” he said and opened up his Mackintosh and stretching both arms out to the side he exposed to Scharschmitt and the others the numerous packs of cabled high-explosives strapped to his body that had been causing his stoop.


	Because their former occupants, most of them elderly childless couples, were prematurely gone to graveyards, every high-rise apartment building on that particular street was unoccupied.


	By a window on the eleventh floor of one of these cheerless structures, a half-block away from the confrontation, a middle-aged woman, observing the scene below her through her binoculars, focused her attention on the man in the Macintosh as he gave the signal. 


	“Goodbye, my dear son,” she whispered and pressed the call button on her mobile, watching intently, hardly blinking as the group of protectors and the suicide bomber disappeared as if by magic. 


	The following boom rattled the windowpanes in their frames in front of her. 


	When the dust had settled and the smoke cleared she took a tissue and wiped away her tears and then softly blew her nose as she peered down at the street below.


	She saw with sad satisfaction, the uniformed and partly naked bodies, the bloodied human remains scattered over hundreds of meters, on a street that was once, many years ago, alive to the sound of children; many of them now long dead.


	As these memories returned her tears flowed once again as she sobbed in anguish for the dead and unborn children.








 


	Chapter Two


	England. 2157


	The mourners watched in silence as John Webb, almost twenty, laid a wreath on his brother’s coffin. He had taken a day off, from his studies at Cambridge University, to attend the funeral. 


	He sighed as he read the inscription on the silken band, and another tear rolled down his cheek. Aaron, his big brother was dead, the big, muscular brother who taught him how to ride, how to swim, had taught him Tae-Kwan-do and explained how to make love to a woman. 


	Aaron had never made it through to University, studying had always been difficult for him, whereas at sport, he was one of the best. Nevertheless, as he grew older, he grew frailer, also his concentration waned and his memory failed him often, then one day, he died in his sleep. 


	John looked across at his siblings, dressed in black and both heavily pregnant once more. They sobbed in each others arms, consoled by their husband and their co-wives, surrounded by a dozen multi-racial children. He watched as the bearers lowered the coffin into the grave, and in the distance, he heard the lone piper playing, “Amazing Grace” and he joined in with the rest of the congregation, singing loudly, with the usual regrets. 


	 


	 


	English Coast. 2159


	On the Beach


	Jonathan Webb watched the naked dark-haired girl, noted her sturdy limbs as she walked towards him along the crest of the artificial dune her breasts bobbing gently. 


	He’d seen her and her sister several times in the town, coming from the beach, the shape of their bodies scarcely hidden under their thin summer frocks.


	He’d also seen them from afar as they swam naked in the sea with others of the same age or played ball games on the long sloping strip of sand after the tide was out.


	After his acceptance as Professor at the University a few months ago, just after his twentieth birthday, he swore the next time he had sex, it would be with his own wife, not somebody else’s. He was now enjoying the second week of a well-deserved holiday at a nudist camping site on the south coast of England.


	Pushing lascivious thoughts of them copulating there on the beach aside, he closed his eyes relaxing his mind, using the yoga breathing technique practiced often; as the last thing he wanted was to be aroused. 


	After opening them again he took in her features as she approached; eyes dark and brooding, the bridge of her nose fine-boned, straight, her nostrils wide above full pink lips.


	 


	 


	Sarah


	 


	Sarah Maria Consolera O’Brien, in her seventeenth year, walked away from her twin sister on the broad summit of a south east of England beach that sloped for over four hundred meters up from the sea to a height of thirty or so. 


	They were enjoying their summer break from college, where she studied mathematics and practiced her favourite sport, boxing. She gazed along the beach and saw a man in his early twenties approaching. He, like them, was naked, and he was of African heritage. 


	She glanced back at her sibling lying there, stretching her naked body from fingertips to toes; her Arab-Spanish-Irish skin glistening lightly with suntan oil, her hair like her sister’s, a flowing black mass. 


	The girl’s bodies, like their facial features were identical, with one exception; her sister’s body still displayed a tastefully trimmed curly black patch of pubic hair in the shape of a heart, whereas her own body was fully depilated in the nudist fashion.


	The man stopped not far from her and faced a three meter-high construction, a vestige of the old red-brick emergency sea wall. He was running his hands slowly over the stonework as if inspecting its aged surface. 


	These walls, a provisional barrier against the rising sea level were built at the start of the twenty-first century, 2020 to be precise. 


	The remnant stood near to the top of the long sloping barricade of grass, sand, finely crushed seashells, which ran along the coast in both directions as far as the eye can see.  


	As she came closer she ran her eyes over his buttocks, round and firm. 


	He turned slowly, aware of her gaze, pleased by it by his expression. 


	She stopped and gazed at his hairless muscular body, his skin a warm mid brown, his limbs long, his shoulders broad, and his stomach flat. She could see his abdominal muscles plainly. He was the first Negro she had seen naked and despite what she had heard from other girls his penis looked just like any other, similar to her brothers’.


	He saw the direction of her gaze and smiled at her as if reading her mind.


	She met his gaze, returned the smile, her eyes travelling down once more, wishing she could read his.       


	At his look, she felt a warmth building deep down inside her.


	On realising why, she walked on, quickening her pace. 


	With the marriageable age of sixteen long passed, she now sought a husband. 


	Healthy men were hard to find, especially one that had passed the sterility test. There was no doubt in her mind as this gorgeous creation was literally oozing virility. 


	She slowed her pace, ‘What now, if I touch him, intimately, would he run or stay, would he…’. 


	He stood there, his arms at his side; his stance welcoming; not the least bit arrogant as if he was hers and vice versa. 


	Her thoughts worried her, ‘What do I say to him? He’s gorgeous, oh, those eyes, those lips and that lovely bum.’


	He spoke; voice deep, soft, “Good morning, I’ve decided to ask you if you are seeking a suitable mate, a husband. If that is the case, I would like to meet your parents. What do you say?”


	She stood there, wide-eyed, shocked at his abruptness, stuck for words. Then she looked up into his eyes saying, “I would consider it if only I knew your name.” 


	His mouth formed a small ‘O’. “Er, my apologies, I was so taken by your, er, beauty that I was thinking what I should say to you, instead of introducing myself.” 


	Images of the pair of them copulating on the sand faded, but her hopes strengthened as he said, holding out his hand.


	“My name is John Webb; I am a professor of psychology and neurology at Clare College Cambridge.” 


	‘A professor, and so young too, working at the college where I study, where has he been hiding all this time?’ 


	She took his hand and pulled on it, leading him to her sister, visions of a ménage a trois running through her mind. 


	Her heart pounded as he came willingly, her words pouring from her lips as if time was running out, “My name is Sarah Maria Consolera O’Brien, I live with my twin sister at our parent’s home just outside Cambridge, we are the youngest of seven girls, and one boy. All our siblings are married, so we are the last two.” 


	They stopped a short distance away from Veronica lying on her stomach facing away from them, thighs lightly spread, paperback in her hand, appearing fully engrossed.


	Sarah smiled. ‘She knows he’s here, look at her sexy pose.’


	John averted his eyes reluctantly and said to a space above her, “Good morning, my name is John Webb.” 


	Sarah said, “He has proposed marriage to me.”


	Veronica glanced round at the pair. 


	She rolled gracefully on to her side and rose slowly to her knees. After a number of seconds she stood up, faced them saying, “Good morning, my name is Veronica Angelica Consolera-O’Brien.” 


	She offered her hand and John took it, smiled at her, his eyes roving over her features. 


	Not wanting to lose her prize to her slightly sophisticated sibling, Sarah walked the half-dozen paces forward, bent over straight legged, took hold of her towel, giving John a tantalizing view of her intimate places, remaining so as she shook out the sand. 


	John dragged his eyes away from the erotic pose, looked at his feet. 


	Sarah turned, faced him, feet wide apart her eyes flickering over his body.


	‘I wonder if he will take us both here on the sand.’ 


	“Sand gets everywhere doesn’t it,” she said.


	She heard her sister’s thoughts, ‘Sarah, stop teasing. Stop that or you’ll be mating before betrothal,’ in her mind. 


	‘That is the idea, he has marriage in mind. Are you game, we can share him.’’


	‘No, I am not, we hardly know him, and we are virgins, so behave yourself.’


	Almost seven years after their birth the pair of them could communicate by thought transference, and as they grew up they accepted it as a trick of nature.


	Sarah, ignoring her sister’s advice, moved closer to her target, she said, “If you would care to dine with us this evening, we will be at the Regency restaurant, at seven, with our parents.” 


	John bowed slightly saying, “The Regency it is, at seven.” 


	Sarah gathered her things and walked off with Veronica, smiling widely.


	 


	 


	Betrothal


	Sarah met him outside the restaurant where the scent of Roses hung in the air; she said, “Good evening, John, husband to be.”


	He took her hand. “Good evening, Sarah, future wife.” 


	He wore a plain white shirt; open at the collar, and black knee-length shorts and sandals. He ran his eyes over her form, encased in a dark red, body-clinging evening dress, which stopped close to her sandaled feet.   


	She led him to a table, occupied by a well-built man, a woman and her sister Veronica. The man stood up, reached out with his hand. Sarah said, “This is my father, Damien O’Brien.”


	John took the hand saying, “Pleased to meet you, sir.” 


	The big man nodded. “You’re welcome, Professor Webb.”


	Sarah continued. “And this is my mother Angelica.”


	John took the woman’s hand. She had the same hair, same eyes as her daughters, except the skin was much darker. “A pleasure to meet you, Ma’am.” 


	“So you are our future son-in-law,” she said.


	His surprise was evident as he said, “I, er, didn’t expect to receive your blessing so soon.”


	Damien said, “I took the liberty of calling a friend of mine at the ministry. He had nothing but praise for you, so, please be seated, son, and tell us of your intentions to our daughter.”


	During that eventful evening, the four people discussed marriage arrangements, with Veronica looking on, bemused.


	Two days later, John and Sarah joined in partnership for life, and Sarah’s curiosity about Jonathan’s anatomy was satisfied the following evening after the joint family wedding celebration.


	 


	 


	Daisy


	One year later, less than three months after the birth of their baby, Peter, and while at her parent’s home in the sauna, Sarah introduced John to a blushing seventeen-year-old Korean girl, an orphaned medical student by the name of Daisy.


	The four of them sat on the wooden benches perspiring freely, with Sarah next to Jonathan and Veronica and Daisy sitting opposite. Daisy’s eyes kept drifting over to Jonathan. 


	Sarah sent out her sister, ‘I think Daisy fancies my dear husband.’


	She thought back, ‘I know, she can’t take her eyes off him. She told me she admires him greatly.’


	‘Yes, I can see which part she admires most.’


	‘Does he seek a second wife?’


	‘Yes, you, he talks about you, but he senses your reluctance.’ 


	‘Reluctance, me?’


	‘I don’t understand your hesitation, he is a good catch, and I would love to share him with you.’


	‘I’m not sure. You say he is an attentive lover.’


	‘Is he ever and he seems taken with Daisy. How does she feel about him?’


	Veronica turned to Daisy and whispered to her, Daisy smiled and nodded. Veronica looked at Sarah. ‘She’s willing.’ Then she spoke up, “John, Daisy wishes to be your second wife.”


	John, leaning back with his eyes closed, sat bolt upright, his eyes wide open. He looked at Daisy, smiling and said to Veronica, “I was wondering why we four were sitting here.” 


	He held out his hand. “Daisy, my dear, tell me more about yourself will you, for if we are to join as man and wife I think it better if we have no secrets.” 


	Sarah rose up, she and Daisy exchanged places. 


	Daisy took hold of John’s hand, sat down close to him. “My name is Daisy Wan Go and I am studying to become a doctor at Clare College,” she said, “and I hope to be a surgeon one day. “I am an orphan and I have no siblings and I hardly knew my parents. 


	 They were antique dealers who died in a boating accident when I was five. I spent the following twelve years with foster parents and now at the age of seventeen I am classed as an adult with independent means and I seek a husband,” she looked across at Sarah. 


	“Sarah has told me what to expect.” 


	John said in the accepted manner, “Daisy Wan Go, would you care to form a union with me? You would be my second wife and an asset to the family.” 


	Daisy nodded. “I accept your offer of matrimony, Professor John Webb. Shall we now consummate our marriage?”


	John looked across at Sarah, she grinned and nodded. 


	Veronica rose; Sarah pulled her down saying, “As the ceremony is without the usual civil authority present, we may witness the consummation.”


	She believed the ridiculous lie as she had never seen coition except the animal kind and what she saw as she looked at John’s lower body took her breath away and caused her heart to pound. 


	As John started kissing and fondling Daisy, Veronica turned to her sister, whispering, “Come on, let’s leave them to it.” 


	Veronica managed to say, “Congratulations, dear sister, and welcome to the family.” 


	She picked up her towel and said as she climbed down, “I’ll leave you three to celebrate; it’s getting rather warm in here.” 


	She closed the door behind her, her heart hammering, wondering why she hadn’t stayed. 


	On hearing louder cries she peaked through the window and saw Daisy laughing with Sarah while John held both of them.


	She heard Sarah’s thought as she turned away. ‘Are you sure you won’t stay, he could, er, propose to you too. He’s going to have me next.’


	She knew if anyone was going to ‘have her’ then it would be John. She knew she would have to share him with Sarah and Daisy, something she would easily accept for she realized that however it happened, it had to be soon.


	 


	Decision Time


	Veronica made a decision; two days later, while still at the O’Brien’s home. Daisy and Sarah were out shopping with baby Peter, she found John in the basement swimming pool, 


	After undressing, she entered the room. 


	She saw him, his body gliding cleanly through the water. 


	She slipped into the pool and submerged, watching each time he swam by her, her eyes glued to his lithe form. She reached up and let her hand trail along his body surprised to see his phallus pointing head of him. As he passed again she let her hand slide along the length of it. 


	Panting and blushing she left the pool and trotted towards him as he too came out of the pool. She stopped before him. “Hello, John, in case you are asking, the answer is yes. So, do you want me for a wife or don’t you?”


	“Yes, of course I do,” he said he said coming closer. “Veronica Angelica Consolera - O’Brien, would you care to form a union with me? You would be my third wife and an asset to the family.” 


	“Yes, I want to have your children, for I now consider myself your wife.”


	“Shall we consummate, here and now?”


	She nodded, sat down by the side of the pool, her limbs trembling; lying back on the warm tiles, saying “Is this adequate?”


	“Perfect. I am curious as to how our children would appear. Would they be twins too?”


	She said as she gazed at him, “As long as they are healthy, it doesn’t matter.” 


	Unknown to them, Daisy and Sarah were observing them from the doorway. 


	Sarah said, “See, I told you it wouldn’t be long before she wanted a taste.” 


	Daisy looked at her. “Do you think we should join them?”


	“No, it’s her first time, and we have to prepare lunch. They’ll be hungry after so much exercise.”  


	“So much exercise?”


	“They will be at it for hours, in the water too.”


	“Oh, yes, in the water, that was superb.”


	 


	 


	Moving on


	In the joint study at their apartment, Veronica said as they finished their work for the evening, “Now that Daisy and I are pregnant, we will need more living space quite soon.” 


	She stood by John as he finished marking exam papers, and laid a hand on his shoulder.


	He looked up from his work. “Have you any ideas on what we should seek?”


	Sarah said, “I suggest a farmhouse, with cattle and such, if we are to be self-sufficient.”


	Daisy stood up her hands caressing her swollen stomach.. 


	“A farm, yes, I’ve always wanted to live on a farm. It would suit us perfectly, milk and eggs, just the thing for raising children. And we could make our own cheese and yogurt.” 


	He smiled as his wives nodded in approval, their warmness towards one another filled him with joy. He stooped over the table, placed the papers in his briefcase. He decided to tell them what he had discovered in the past few days. “A farm is a good idea; I must admit I’ve had my eye on such a place not far from here, a dairy farm. The previous owners, an elderly married couple named Johnston, supplied Clare College with their produce. They passed on within a few months of each other recently.”


	Daisy said, “Oh dear, those two, they were such nice people too, I met them once.”


	Sarah said, “I knew them too.”


	John said, “The funeral was last week and Furbridge, the housing agent, approached me with first refusal. I will call him first thing, and then I suggest we pay the place a visit at the weekend. I’ll rent a horse and cart and we can view the place together.” He looked at them, one after another. “Now it’s time for bed.”


	 


	 


	The Farm


	John tied the horse up by a water trough at the front of a grey-stone building then helped his wives down from the vehicle. They each had their babies hanging in front in a sling. He said, indicating the house front, “This is it, what do you think?”


	They looked at the house front. “It’s got an attic with windows,” said Daisy.


	“Let’s see if anyone is at home he said and rang the doorbell. As they waited he told them, “It has two bathrooms, each with a shower attachment and a large kitchen as well as a large room where we can work without nudging one another’s elbows all the time.”


	They stood there for a while. 


	Jonathan said, “Maybe the caretaker is in the yard, as he is expecting us.”


	Sarah said, “Let’s take a look then,” and headed for the yard entrance, a large door.


	The others followed her. After she opened a small door built into the main one they followed her through and found themselves in a large cobblestone yard. 


	To the left of them a stood a huge L-shaped barn with numerous doors dominating the scene, they approached the barn together. The smell of cow dung hung in the air, the sound of chicken’s clucking greeted them from inside.


	To their right stood the rear of the large house, also L-shaped, separated from the barn by the large door behind them. At the other end of the yard, a five-barred set between the barn and farmhouse led presumably to the paddock, from which came the sound of cattle. 


	An old man appeared through the barn doorway, entered the yard and approached them. 


	His weather-beaten face crinkled as he said, “Mornin’ to yer, I’m the caretaker. Come to look at the property ‘ave yer? The agent told me to expect Professor Webb and his family. You be them?”


	John said, “Yes, that is correct and you must be Thomas Miles.” 


	The old man nodded.


	John continued, “We have all the details, Mr Miles, we just wanted to see the place before we handed over any cash.” 


	He hoisted his trousers at the waist saying, “If yer goin’ to keep the livestock there are two good milk cows and at the last count, ten Geese and three dozen chickens.” 


	The old man smiled at the three women.


	“Tis’ a good buy, it is. I used to work here regular. Now that Mr and Mrs Johnston have passed on, and their son has returned to the sea, I’m takin’ care o’ things, milkin’ an feedin’ an muckin’ out, keeping the place tidy, so to speak, and now I’m lookin’ forward to me’ retirement. 


	There’s a big travelin’ cart in the barn, and if youse intendin’ usin’ it I would be lookin for a Shire horse to pull it, an I knows’ where you can buy a young’n ealthy one.”


	John looked at the house. “So the owner won’t be coming back at all?”


	Thomas said, “No, young Graham won’t be back, he’s a navy man, and the sea has a hold on him, though he should be ready for retirement soon.” 


	He paused for a while then said, “He might come back for the paintings and the photos, as he left right after the funeral, but when he wrote about the sale, he didn’t mention them.”


	Daisy said, “We’ll take care of them until he returns.”


	“A navy man, a merchant sailor,” asked John.


	The old man shook his head. “No, warships, he’s a fighting man, so his parents said.”


	Sarah said, “Can you show us around the house, after which we would be pleased if you would instruct us how to milk a cow and how often, and tell us where to buy the feed, also the name and address of the nearest vet.”


	He grinned, took her gently by the arm, peeking down inside her blouse at her breasts. “It would be my greatest pleasure, you sweet young thing.”


	She grinned, pulled her blouse open and held her baby’s head to her breast where a hungry mouth latched on to the swollen nipple and began to suck noisily.


	“Greedy little devil,” she said as the old man blushed, eyes wide and glued to her other exposed breast.


	After viewing the inside of the house, the barn, its copious loft and the surroundings; John agreed to buy the property. 


	He retained the land, the livestock and together with his wives, he renovated it to house their growing family.


	 




	 


	Chapter Three


	Separation


	Graham Johnston stood by the open window gazing at the garden surrounding his newly acquired, large, sandstone, two-storey house with its thatched roof, perched alone on a hilltop on the south coast of England, 30 kilometres from Portsmouth, overlooking the English Channel. It was something he and his wife had looked forward to, and having lost her to cancer, two years after his parents passing, he now preferred to live alone, happy with his hobby, his only pastime, gardening.


	After serving forty years at sea, ending with the rank of Admiral, he was now enjoying his retirement from the Navy, and at the age of fifty-five he was reasonably fit, well-muscled with little fat due to long hikes and swimming regularly in the sea. 


	A knock at the front door interrupted his thoughts; he walked over and opened it. 


	There on the doorstep, was an old man and woman, their bodies bent with age, their faces jaundiced. They both appeared much older than the last time he had seen them, less than six months ago, just before his retirement. They now had with them a small child, whose cherub features displayed her unhappiness as she gazed up at him from between the couple. She wore a bright-pink summer dress, leather sandals, with her long dark tresses tied-up at the back with a matching ribbon.


	The old man, an earlier successful sandal maker, was the admiral’s thirty-year-old son. “Hello Dad. Fate is a strange thing. It picks and chooses at random, looking not for favour, neither giving any. Now you, my father, must guide our daughter, Ruth on the stony path of life. My time is come and Helen’s too. As you know, our organs are failing rapidly, and we leave her with you, together with our blessing.” He looked down at the girl and said, “Ruth, say hello to your grandfather, you are to stay and live with him now.”


	The prematurely-aged man pushed the girl of seven forward, gently. She moved at his touch, offering no resistance, looked up at her grandfather smiling. 


	Johnston picked her up, held her to him. As he looked at his son and daughter-in-law, tears coursed down his cheeks, the memories of the time lost, spent at sea, far from his loved ones, clouded his vision. “I’ll take care of her, you know that. I only wish I could have done more for you both.” 


	The woman, of German birth, smiled, said quietly, “We’ll be alright, Papa, we will meet again in the next life and we will have much to discuss, we wish to spare the child the sorrow of our passing, and we are sure you can use the company. Now we must leave you.” 


	The three embraced fiercely, almost crushing the child between them. Johnston wanted to ask them to stay and live with him, but he knew that would only cause them pain,  he knew his son, as stubborn as himself, would never have accepted. They ceased their tearful embrace, separating slowly; the man and woman turned and walked away without another word. 


	He said, “Goodbye,” and the child waved to the retreating pair after which she faced him, her eyes wide, gentle.


	He looked at the child, his throat aching. Holding back the tears, he wiped his face saying, “I suppose you are hungry, do you like fish?”


	The girl nodded and wrapped her arms around his neck; her hair caressed his cheek, emotions exploded inside his head. 


	He gasped, swaying slightly on his feet under the gentle onslaught of affection pouring out from this small and fragile form. This was followed by a feeling of peace that overwhelmed his feelings of remorse, released another emotional dam, sending forth tears of joy. 


	Time flowed by, and Johnston schooled the girl with the aid of a private tutor, teaching her to read, to write. Though not very talkative he found she was a fast learner and very obedient, always seeming to know what he wanted of her around the cottage and in the garden. He taught her to swim down by the seashore and she learned all the different strokes in an amazingly short time. 


	He watched her laughing and playing with other children, running naked with them across the sand, but their vocal silence bothered him.


	He became curious as they built sand castles close by without a word passing between them. They would look to one another, nodding laughing. Laughter was the only sound they made.


	Each time he thought of her, how her future would be, he heard whispers in his mind. When he strained to hear them, he would find Ruth watching him. 


	When she smiled the whispers diminished. 


	His suspicions of what she might be grew as the volume of the whispers increased.


	The days, the months change into years, they passed most of their free time on the beach or hiking across the countryside or working in the garden. When he wasn’t’ swimming with her, he’d sit on the sand as she played with the children from the town. 


	He would sit for hours gazing out to sea, reminiscing, smiling politely back at the numerous females as they paused before him, posing invitingly, on the municipal nudist beach, eyeing him with longing in their search for a husband, no matter what age, in a world short of men. 


	There were the occasions when the need for sexual gratification overcame his wish for solitude, after which, each casual partner left him, sensing this other need. 


	He wondered if one or more of them would have stayed if he’d asked them, but his thoughts of Ruth’s unnatural abilities to know what he wanted before he asked her told him that seclusion was best for both of them.


	As for his suspicions – because of the louder and more frequent, multiple, unintelligible, whispering – they were changing slowly into a restless uneasiness.


	 




	 


	Chapter Four


	AD. 2170. Seeker


	The man walked along the road from the town with familiar gait, one known to him, suggesting his profession even though his clothing denied it. He was dressed in the traditional sandals, shirt, and shorts, worn by men and women alike; as he stopped at the garden gate, Graham Johnston ceased his work, approached him. 


	The man said quietly, “Good morning, sir, I hope I have the correct address, I’m looking for an old navy colleague of mine.” He lowered his voice and added, “Admiral.” 


	Johnston said, “I am alone, apart from my granddaughter.” 


	At this point Ruth, now nearing her twelfth birthday, came out into the garden wearing a summer frock; she approached the pair, looked at the newcomer, smiled and said, “Good person,” ignoring his outstretched hand. 


	The young man frowned at the girl. 


	Johnston said, “She approves of you. Won’t you come in and take some refreshment; it was a long walk from the main road, was it not?” 


	The young man nodded. “Thank you, yes sir, it was rather tedious.” 


	Johnston opened the gate, the younger man entered, Ruth promptly took his hand, guiding him along the path and on into the house.


	Once inside, Ruth brought him to a quilted sofa, where he sat down, and Ruth, without preamble, sat down next to him. Johnston removed his soiled gardening clogs at the doorway, entered, slipped on his indoor shoes. He smiled at the pair. “What would you like to drink, I have lemon tea, or would you like some home-made apple juice?” 


	The young man replied, “Apple juice please, sir.” 


	Johnston took three glasses from the sideboard, filled them from an earthenware jug; he placed the glasses within easy reach on the coffee table between them.


	He sat down in the armchair opposite. He looked directly at the younger man. “I knew you last as Midshipman Clarke, so, what brings you here?” 


	“I, I, er, I beg your pardon sir. I should have introduced myself.” Clarke rose up and stood to attention. “Sir, Commander Robin Clarke of British Naval Intelligence at your service, sir.” 


	Johnston’s brow curled slightly, “Sit down, sit down man; I’m not an Admiral any more.” 


	“Thank you, sir,” he said and sat down. 


	Johnston said, “What has happened, what is going on?” 


	“The heads of a number of the world’s naval fleets have sent me to ask you to join them and lead them as supreme commander. You may not be aware of the riots on the continent, a rebel army, and they say their commander is a German national. You know the world government has disbanded the Air Forces, their task now taken over by the Protector Force.”


	“Yes, I am aware of that fact and I am concerned with what may happen next; so, what else is there?”


	“The world’s Armies are in disarray, and mass desertions are commonplace. My colleagues fear the same will happen to the navies. The German national suggested that the navies form as one and as soon as possible. All the senior naval officers were adamant in their choice of you as supreme commander.” 
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