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For all the Chabons


WHOEVER NAMED THE PLANET Venice named her well. Her golden surface was crossed by a million regular waterways so that from space she resembled a papal orb. Clouds followed the canals in season and emphasised rather than obscured her geometric character. Venice was a rich and lively world. More space travellers deserted to her than to any other of her nine or so rivals in the star system of Calypso V, whose ranks included Ur XVII and the extraordinarily beautiful New Venus where colonists risked every danger to enjoy her yearningly lovely landscapes.

Like all inhabited worlds, Venice was forbidden to the great rockets of the IGP and the larger interstellar mercantile vessels of the Terran service, whose routes were frequently challenged by privateers in their subtler, sometimes faster ships, some of which still used the increasingly erratic solar winds for power. The twelfth intergalactic war, which had destroyed whole star systems, left by common consent the planetary prizes unspoiled, and surface conflicts were confined to the legally conventional weapons of the region. In Venice’s case, these included battle barges of enormous dimensions, their hulls driven by massive sails whose canvas covered distances measured in fractions of square miles rather than cubed metres, and speedy little gondolas employing oars as regularly as they used wind. These boats darted along the wide natural waterways like bugs, their sweeps so many articulated limbs. From space, on the great V-screens, they appeared as creatures endowed with minds and purposes of their own. Cornelius the pirate had once employed those gondolas very successfully in pursuit of his trade, taking full advantage of the confusions and disguises offered by war. For the past half-century, however, he had made little use of them.

There were few land wars on Venice, few conflicts of any kind now. All traffic was conducted by water. Canals occupied four-fifths of the planet’s surface. Venice was not one of the many terraformed planets created by the great commercial world-building companies. Whatever gravities had shaped her had done so naturally. People had long since discovered that symmetry was characteristic of most planets, formed in the nativity of their geology. Even the howling, fruitful terraces of Arcturus-and-Arcturus owed their existence to this familiar phenomenon and were merely exploited by the commercial terraforming families who created mainly Earth-like worlds for a planet-hungry universe.

In his long Epiconeon, Cornelius, nicknamed ‘the Dutchman’, wrote:

Catching the solar winds, the vessel brakes and turns
Upon the brane and all the multiverse is hers.
The yearning void calls out, gloriously perverse,
She spurns a dozen planetary advances.
This latticed orb of silver, gold and glowing pearl
Sustains all reverses and her purse remains
Both threatening prize and perilous temptation.
Yet still my patronage and brain are hers. 
There can be no occasion, no threat or lure
To drive me from my chosen station.

His ship is called Paine. His hand light on his great wheel, he stands at her bridge, proud and insouciant, glorying in the beauty he commands. She is the most peerlessly perfect light-powered vessel in all space-time.

Her sails strain against the pressure of countless billion winking photons; her holds are already crowded with the invaluable and exotic booty of a hundred beautiful worlds. Within her mysterious envelope of atmosphere, created from stolen technologies, her multifarious crew, flesh, metal and petal, drawn from almost all the sentient creatures of the galaxy, crowd her decks to look down on a world they have come to consider their own.

‘Ironface’ is their name for the man who wears a Pierrot mask of brazen metal in the style of the ancient Italian comedy. Cornelius the pirate, ruthless poet, courteous thief, commander of a vessel feared and familiar, envied as much for her ethereal loveliness as for the accuracy of her destructive arsenal, motions with his hand, giving the order for his men’s descent. Only Remembered Lombardy under her buccaneer captain Hong Hunter could hope to challenge Paine in open space. It is with relief that Venetians, training their radio-optics upon her as she appears in their upper stratosphere, understand how firmly her captain honours the conventions of his trade. She comes to take her tribute fair and square, according to the articles signed by all the brotherhood save the rogue Cervantes. Cervantes claims to own the one thing Cornelius covets, but neither pirate will describe it or admit they know what it is.

Captain Cornelius remains as mysterious a figure to his men as to his mistresses. His posted verse, studied so they might know him better, only serves to add to his mystique. It says little of his character save that he favours beauty over sentiment. A lonely figure, he stands chewing a stick of oily black tope, offering his commands with quiet economy. He dines alone or with his bosun Peet Aviv, a woman almost as distant from the crew as himself, and as respected. None can say they like their captain or his bosun, but they obey both with a confidence they offer no other commanders and their loyalty is well rewarded. When the Paine completes her long tour of violent adventure every member of her crew will be worth a fortune great enough to buy presidents and kings. But Cornelius, they are sure, will not yet have found what or whom he seeks. Most say it’s a woman, maybe his vanished wife. Some say it’s an artefact, once the plaything of a god.

Cornelius gives the order. The ebony boats break free of their mother ship and sail down, through blazing, sun-tinged clouds, to fill Venice’s morning with all their sad, commanding dignity.

The pirates, drawn from a hundred worlds and a dozen space-time continua, have come at last. Only a few, watching them from their decks and towpaths, refuse to acknowledge their power. Some even drop to their knees, bowing in respect to the inevitable, as peasants paying homage to a feudal lord.

By evening Cornelius is among them, broadcasting his formal greeting to all the rival factions on the planet, telling them, canal by canal, how much they must give and in what form, be it an ingot of newtonium, platinum bullion, provisions or crew. (Always he requests that ingot. Surely he knows there is not that much newtonium in existence?) His price is high, but the price of defiance would be higher.

When the barges are filled and brought to the great central basin called Grande Bayou, inventories are carefully made and receipts supplied. Then the recruiting begins to replace any skilled complement killed in battle or retired.

Peet Aviv, nicknamed ‘the Locust’, stands on her elegant prosthetics, making notes, quietly relaying orders, while Cornelius, his features engulfed within the plain, etched mask he always adopts in public, sits to one side of her desk, his glowing, melancholy eyes fixed on the distance, looking towards Saint Marx’s islet where once, it is said, he courted a novice and lost her to the only enemy whose superiority he has ever acknowledged and whom he calls God.

One burgher, in a hasty attempt to demonstrate his compliance, offers to show off a marvel to the captain alone. He leaves a wealthy man, but perhaps a marked man, too. Captain Cornelius frowns and puts what could be a string of beads into his pocket, rattling them while brooding on another matter.

At last, after a week, the peaceful tension is dispelled and the pirates prepare to leave, their tolls all gathered, while Saint Marx’s bells sound the end of the tax-taking. In return for this price, Venice will know protection for another decade. Captain Cornelius nods to Peet Aviv. The ledgers are signed off by pirates and canal captains in a flurry of silken pomp and brilliant armour. Then the skiffs rise skyward and are gone amongst the broad ribbons of cloud. And those whose eyes strain at their scopes see the Paine standing for a moment to catch the solar winds, her wide sails filling, her instruments glowing and winking in the shrouded, perpetual twilight of her decks. Then she’s gone, too, a vast and fleeting glow against the black glare of space, no doubt making for her home base in the dwarf galaxy of Canis.

A memory of loss and glory. As if the multiverse had allowed Venice an audience with her own proud, cold soul.

Captain Cornelius inspects certain items of treasure, searching for that fabulously valuable ingot of newtonium, puzzles over his data and his charts, confers with Peet Aviv and begins to understand that fear he has always exploited but never until now known. For there are dark tides running through the universe; currents so powerful they drag whole galaxies with them, streaming gravities so strong they swallow light and threaten Captain Cornelius’s familiar existence; ultimately they threaten every form of sentient existence and if unchecked will absorb the whole of Creation. But for now the photons press against his sails as he once presumed they would do for ever, and he tacks into the solar winds, continuing his long search for the one artefact which might lead him to something and guarantee his life, his ship’s life and the life of the universe he loves. He sails in from the Rim, daring the drag of the galactic Hub, still searching. Searching for the only being he acknowledges as his peer, who might join him or at least help him; who is known simply as ‘the Doctor’.


Chapter 1

Green

SPRAWLING BACK IN HIS brightly coloured lawn chair and tipping his panama just a fraction lower over his eyes, Urquart Banning-Cannon decided there was nothing like the crack of oak on willow and the smell of new-mown grass to make a chap feel that all’s well with the worlds and probably nothing too much wrong with the universe in general. His sigh of contentment was considerable, if a trifle cautious; he feared that Mrs Enola Banning-Cannon might lift her head ‘as a questing deer’ and draw the natural conclusion that he was not sufficiently busy, for it is a truism in the lives of most wives that if a man is content then he is not doing enough to take care of his spouse. A wary glimpse from under his hat’s brim reassured him. Mrs B-C’s substantial bosom was rising and falling at a regular rate and what could reasonably be called a soft, ladylike snore indicated that she was taking a short sojourn in the region of semi-consciousness she still liked to call ‘the Land of Nod’. So far this holiday, he had to admit, was delivering its promise like a champ.

Before the happy pair a game was being played by sports people of an unusually high level of skill and watched in the main by a bunch of experts who, at irregular intervals, would murmur praise or clap in polite acknowledgement of a particularly well-played moment in a match by now in its third day and coming to a stately close. This was galaxy-class sport enjoyed by super-dedicated aficionados.

The greens and whites of the men were brightened by a flock of top-class pretty girls in lavender, rose, buttercup and apricot wearing hats mostly of straw known in the millinery trade as ‘cloche’. Mrs Banning-Cannon had already given this headgear an expert once-over and determined it to be beneath the interest of a true connoisseur.

Amy Pond was thoroughly enjoying what was a bit of a holiday for her, too. She liked her comfortable cloche bonnet and her silky frock, and was even learning the Charleston. She and the Doctor had spent the past week on Peers while he got some solid practice in. He was due to shoot next. She glimpsed him among the players on the veranda of the pavilion as she came to watch the game. An armoured Judoon ambled down the pavilion steps and onto the pitch swinging his whackit and acknowledging the odd bit of polite clapping from the spectators, while, heading to the other end, trotted a six-limbed dog-man from Chardoné, a bow in his forepaw, a quiver of tournament arrows on his back.

Amy had to admit she was finding it hard to get used to all the races of the galaxy taking part in this essentially British game. She was rather glad the Doctor had proven to have enough pull to bring her on tour with him. She’d fallen in love with this bizarre mish-mash of misunderstood mostly early twentieth-century English culture.

Had they only been doing this for a few days? Was it less than a week ago that she had been woken up on board the TARDIS by the sound of loud static? A crackling voice had been speaking a tongue she could not get her head around but which the Doctor, or someone sounding like the Doctor, was answering using the same language:

‘Urdle durdle durdle, duroo. Comics. Snap, crackle and pop; hiss, wow and flutter; shriek, scream and twitter. Zekuneefer. Harrow after me. Sagging lorries. I am a…’

It wasn’t a fun mixture of noises to unglue your eyes to.

By the time she joined the Doctor at the TARDIS console, Amy had swigged some coffee and munched some muesli and was better equipped to face the barrage of sight and sound which had his attention. He signed for her to help. He was speaking English again or at least something similar to English, playing his nouveau retro control boards and typewriters and clapometers like a Wurlitzer organ, desperately trying to keep the images and voices coming, but he was losing them rapidly. He ripped off his jacket and threw it to the floor. He rolled up his sleeves while she held the coordinates steady.

‘No!’ The breakup finally came with a horrible shriek which sounded to her as if it had issued from a metallic throat. ‘Hey! Duroo!’ cried the Doctor, both hands struggling to hold down a big plunger. ‘Don’t fade on me now! Dor – ic – valley – rum – ginnan Tom Mix. You’re still not coming through properly. Was that something about the colour pools?’ The chilling shriek sounded again and then slowly faded. ‘No. No. No. No.’ He glanced over to where she was standing. ‘I’ll swear they said Tom Mix. He was a silent movie film star. You know him?’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘We know where they are. Now we need to know who!’

Grimly he tried to re-establish contact for a while until in the end she brought him a cup of tea and some pop-tarts. Despite his protests, she made him sit down. Surely those weren’t tears in his eyes?

From what she could tell he was worried about some bad guys called General Frank/Freddie Force and his Antimatter Men, who had ventured over to our side of a super-dense black hole in Sagittarius. They had been there in the far, far future for some time, apparently, and their malign influence was spreading backwards to the here-and-now.

‘Up to their old-fashioned dirty work,’ the Doctor said, ‘those Antimatter Men. Dipping in and out of the “Second Aether”. And my guess is they’re probably not the only ones.’ He chewed thoughtfully on his pop-tart. ‘Someone’s messing with the normal rules of energy flow. Time and space are all over the place. Quite literally, I mean. Growing increasingly unstable.’

The Doctor leaped to his feet before Amy could tell him he was talking what was to her nonsense.

‘I suspect,’ he went on, stabbing an accusing finger at her, ‘that the General’s old girlfriend Peggy Steel – the Invisible Lady Steel – is with them, too. A pretty unsavoury gang. And Quelchy’s up to something, no doubt. You never know what side he’ll take. This isn’t looking good for us, no matter how you look at it.’

He went back to munching his pop-tart, worried eyes returning to the screens. ‘They must know they’re risking their own lives as well as everyone else’s. Or do they think they’ve discovered a way of staying clear of cosmic destruction? You never know with that lot. Risking perpetual life at the moment of death – for what? Eternal and physical torment…’ He waved his hand in the air dismissively, sending crumbs towards Amy.

He was as fired up as she had ever known him. But underneath it all, he sounded frightened too. She didn’t like to hear him like that.

Of course it wasn’t in his nature to stay fearful for long.

‘I think I’d better get my mail,’ he said a bit later, whistling Mister Mailman to himself and straightening his bow tie without much effect.

This was such a mundane remark that she hardly knew how to respond. ‘Your mail?’ She was having a hard time keeping from laughing. ‘I didn’t know you got mail!’

He was embarrassed, responding by mocking her. ‘Why shouldn’t I get mail? It’s information and I depend on information.’ He had dragged an old laptop out of a drawer and was murmuring a password while winding it up with a little crank handle. A pixelated face appeared on the old-fashioned screen and welcomed him. ‘Good morning, Doctor. You have approximately eighty-two million new mails. Shall I download?’

‘Thanks, yes.’ The screen was teeming with messages, a babble of different images, voices and languages. Horrible! He leaned forward, frowning as he tried to concentrate on them. Finally he said: ‘Terraphiles, please.’

The screen suddenly stopped, grumbled to itself, almost sneered, Amy thought, and reluctantly brought up a flashing, busy site.

Now Amy was beginning to grin. She heard him give another password and peeked over his shoulder. ‘Oho! What’s this?’ she teased. ‘You’re a member of the Desperate Dan Pie Eater’s Club? They knew I’d spill your secret for enough cow pies!’

She leaned over his tweedy shoulder to peer more closely at the screen. ‘Blimey! Let’s see? The All-Galaxy Legion of Terraphiles? Your dues should be paid in by the following date…?’

She read on, feeling more and more cheerful as she often did when she discovered new aspects of the Doctor’s complex personality.

‘What is this? ‘Greetings fellow Earth-worms! There’s news of the latest and greatest intergalactic RENAISSANCE TOURNAMENTS!!!’

(This was accompanied by a picture of a Judoon, a centaur, two women, two men and a canine, all clad in bright greens and glaring whites.)

A voice-over explained who they were but she hardly understood a word. The Doctor wasn’t happy about her looking on but was too busy taking notes to remonstrate.

‘THE TERRAPHILES ARE GOING TO THE “GHOST WORLDS”!!!! Three great teams will play for the legendary Silver Arrow of Artemis, said to be of immeasurable value, in the Terraphile All-Galaxy Renaissance Re-Enactments Interworld Series Tournament, which resolves on that weird system Miggea at the centre of our galaxy. You know the one. Scene of a dozen planetary thrillers? Sexton Blake in the Ghost Worlds? “Nobody dare live there more than a year and a day…” They say it’s fair to all players, a planet as close to the centre of the galaxy as you can get!!! Apparently the Arrow of Artemis is well worth winning, and the team that wins it gets all kinds of profitable endorsements for the next two-and-a-half Terra-centuries. We’ll keep you posted, fellow Earth-worms, as the teams make their way to Miggea, named, we understand, for an old Earth warrior-goddess. Anyone care to send more details…? – The Head Wriggler!!!!’

She was shaking her own head now. ‘I get it. This is a site for Earth-nerds. People in the future, yeah? Who like to dress up in what they think are human clothes –’ She pretended to give his own clothes the once-over, then returned her attention to the screen, which was threatening to collapse on them. ‘You’re a – what? – you put out fanzines called –’ she read the screen – ‘EarthWormer and Novae Terrae?’

‘It’s just one organisation.’ He was defensive. ‘I joined while I was in the future a few years ago. I was curious, that’s all.’

Very defensive. She gave him one of her looks. She couldn’t resist getting another rise out of him.

‘I make it my business to be informed of what’s going on in the –’

She was smiling at him affectionately again. ‘A Terraphile, eh? That explains a lot! You’re a fan-boy, aren’t you? A fan of my silly little planet. That’s why you’ve spent so much time saving us from all those terrors and invasions. It’s because we’re your HOBBY! Isn’t it? Own up!’

‘Oh, no, not that, I promise you.’ He was suddenly serious. ‘But as for the rest,’ he gave her a slightly self-mocking, hang-dog look, ‘it’s even worse than you think. Maybe… it’s how I first became interested in Earth – the real Earth, not the one these fans believe existed. They’ve got Terraphilia, yes, but based on what people in 51007 thought old Terra was like. A bit similar to people’s guesses in your time about what Ur might be like. Or Atlantis. Or Barsoom. Only the Terraphiles had it a bit easier because they had a few books to consult…’ The screen began to fade.

‘What sort of books?’

‘A pretty miscellaneous bunch. The books are a sort of Rosetta Stone for academics in the fifty-first-thousandth century. The entire remaining printed texts that were found on Old Old Earth, sealed deep in a natural cave in Arctic Skipton. The Story of Robin Hood is one of them. Boys’ Friend. Thriller Picture Library. The Captain. The British Boys’ Book of Our Empire. Captain Justice and the Submarine Gunboat. Sexton Blake and the Terror of the Tongs. Some people think that last one is the greatest epic poem in any language,’ the Doctor said, in a tone that suggested he probably agreed with them. ‘Then there’s a collection of cigarette cards from between about 1919 and 1940. My guess is they were unconsidered stock from some old Old Yorkshire newsagent’s. If the shop was built over a cave system, as so many were, the whole thing could have been swallowed up in one of the massive earthquakes following the comet strike.’ He caught her expression and added quickly: ‘Yeah, well, don’t worry about that. Not yet, anyway. But they’ve all been invaluable to the study of ancient Earth. I joined the Terraphiles ages ago, so long ago I can’t remember. I still keep up my sub to the LOT. Out of nostalgia as much as anything.’

‘The lot?’

‘The League of Terraphiles. They’re the ones who are the keenest Re-Enactors. Most of their legendary sports are derived from those books.’

‘A bit Brit-centric aren’t they? Is that a word? Still, that explains it.’

‘Explains what?’

‘Why you show so little interest in the rest of the planet!’

‘That’s not true!’

‘Well, you seem to like America, too. But as for China, say…’

‘I’m very interested in China!’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Really. I wish I had more time to argue.’

‘You’re a Time Lord, you should have all the time in the universe!’

‘That would be nice.’ His voice became distant, distracted again as he returned his attention to his main instruments and screens. ‘But 51007’s the date. Now I have to refine that and pick a place. Ah! I know…’

‘What?’

‘They’re playing a friendly match on a Planet of the Peers. There’s several of them. Peers™’ – he actually said the ‘TM’ – ‘is a concession which creates a sort of never-never England. It’s a laugh. You’d love it. Better than Disneyland, I promise. Well, different, anyway. We could join them there. That way Frank/Freddie and the gang wouldn’t know we were taking a special interest in the Miggean “Ghost Worlds” and get the jump on us.’ He clicked his tongue thoughtfully. ‘I’ll have to brush up on my sledgehammer skills.’

‘Sledgehammer?’

‘Cracking the nut. It’s one of my best events. I hate the broadswording, though.’

Watching as he set new coordinates, Amy had little time to think about what he meant. Only after they reached the space-time coordinates he had plotted for them did she ask him: ‘Why are you worrying about something happening so far in the future? How does it affect us?’

‘Well, like everything else, the future is relative. Time moves at different “speeds” in different sections of the galaxy. What takes place at the centre of our galaxy affects the past as well as the future. Like ripples extending out from a dropped stone, you know?’

‘And it’s powerful enough to ripple through all time and space? So is it dangerous to us now?’

He was honest with her. ‘I’m not exactly sure. It’s something the Time Lords used to worry about. That, of course, was when there were things they could do to stop the phenomenon happening. Psychologists, mythologists, metaphysicists, historians, astrophysicists… Thousands of brilliant altruistic minds all focused on the same problem. But now it’s just down to me.’

‘Hey! I’m here, too.’

‘And I’m sure you’ll be just as brilliant.’ He smiled. ‘Even brillianter, probably. Now, we need to get hold of that Silver Arrow first. That seems to hold the power the guy sending that message was trying to tell us about.’

‘Off we go, then?’ She felt an odd flutter in her stomach.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You and me and whatever rag, tag and bobtail bunch of allies we can rustle up in a hurry. Oh, we probably need an army to help us out. But we’ll be in 51007 in a whisper and all the armies who might do me a favour are dead. Occupational hazard, I suppose. Unless I can contact Captain Abberley and the Bubbly Boys, of course… Oh, you’d love them. Heard of them? Some call them the Chaos Kids… Sorry. Twenty-first century. I forgot. There’s three of them. And their uncle – or possibly their dad – Captain Abberley. Two brothers and a cousin. They – oops…’ The TARDIS gave a skittish flick to the right. ‘Oof.’ One back to the left.

It was going to be another smooth ride, she realised.

Amy helped the Doctor brush up on his Tournament sports for the period they were visiting. He was delighted in her. She was naturally good at almost everything – even getting proficient at many games – but Barrers and Bludgeons stumped her. She understood most of the other games which combined to produce the galaxy-wide sport favoured mostly by Terraphiles of this far future that bore such a strange out-of-synch familiarity to her own not-so-distant past. She also shared his disgust for the broadsword event.

As soon as he was ready, they took the TARDIS to a particular Peers™ planet and the Doctor, claiming to have come from another Peers™ and desperate for a game of Arrers, or indeed a game of anything, immediately tried out for the ‘Gentlemen’. He proved himself a fine all-rounder with a special penchant for Hammer and Nut. As a result he was picked for the First Fifteen, which, in spite of his heavy use of nano-technical learning methods, made him a lot prouder than Amy thought was really healthy. Up to then soccer had seemed to be his game of choice. But now the important thing they had to do was (a) play for the mysterious Silver Arrow and win and (b) discover the whereabouts of Frank/Freddie Force and his/their horrible Antimatter Men to thwart whatever part of their/his scheme they could fathom. If, of course, Force and Co actually had a plan. Or even existed.

‘Or else…’ The Doctor spoke wearily to Amy in a tone of voice which had experienced every terror except this. ‘… it’s curtains for all life in the universe. Phut! And no chance of a comeback this time.’

‘Now you’re being melodramatic,’ she said.

‘Hadn’t you noticed?’ His eyes twinkled for a moment. ‘We’re living in a permanent melodrama. I’m the madman with the box, remember?’

‘That’s all right, then.’ She smiled.


Chapter 2

Blue

HARI AGINCOURT WAS BLUE. To say he felt the colour of a Mediterranean sky at noon would be somewhat to understate his mood. If he had studied English or some other ancient language a little more assiduously at school he would have been able to think of something profound by Self or Lester that described his condition. Lying not far from the whackit pitch beside the river, he was sucking his stylo and pondering an elusive rhyme for ‘snake in the grass’ when, with a red rose in her smart black Eton crop and clad in the flimsiest lavender frock of her chosen year’s latest Loondoon collection, Jane ‘Flapper’ Banning-Cannon, the stunning subject of his pensée, sailed by, poling a punt and singing ‘I’m A Hip Swaying Honey From Honalu-la-lu-la’ in a high, clear soprano. Her companion was a rather good-looking but seemingly vacant young man wearing a bright green blazer and matching straw hat, lounging on a pile of pillows, playing an expensive ukulele and staring in a somewhat studied manner at the middle distance.

(Jane, whose romantic obsession with the Middle Edwardian Ages had caused her to adopt one of the most popular girls’ names of the period, had naturally fallen in love with the handsome Hari the moment he strode onto the Archery Court. After several failures, she had hit on the plan to persuade poor Bingo to become her reluctant ukulelist in the very punt at that moment being observed by the terrifically blue Hari Agincourt, as jealous as Flapper had intended him to be, but not about, as she had hoped, to fling himself from cover and declare his undying love.)

Hari glared morbidly at the ukulelist, his fellow team member and best friend (or ex-best friend as he now preferred to think of him) Lord Robin of Sherwood, Earl of Lockesley. ‘Bingo’ Lockesley was the finest archer on Peers™ (XXII) and the only other local in the intergalactic team known as the Gentlemen (though the name was a bit misleading).

Apparently unnoticed on the bank, largely because of the tall reeds, Hari, it is safe to say, was now replete in his blueness. Hari existed in a universe of blue. Had he been an advanced musician of the old Berlin school, he would there and then have produced a 12-tone concerto called Blues for my Blues for oboe and stirrup pump and been invited to take a prestigious tour of the galaxy’s major suicide salons. But, sadly, he was merely an impoverished all-round gentleman archer whom you might employ to improve your nephew’s target averages and bowing stance but not pay a fortune for the privilege. After that, there were just the usual junior teaching jobs and so forth. Not enough to pay for a third-hand air-mobile and a decent room in a reasonably cheerful level of the city, let alone keep self, spouse and offspring in comfort. Which he mused sadly wasn’t even Problem One.

Problem One came in three parts: (a) how to win the affections of the lady in question, (b) how to achieve a softening of attitude in his loved one’s doting father, who had not unreasonably been described as a blazing boil on the face of a universe of boils and so far seemed to regard Hari, when he regarded him at all, as less than worthless and with a criminal mouth to boot; certainly not in the running as a suitable spouse for the apple of his eye, and (c) ditto re his loved one’s doting mother. Even the most fearsome of tigers was not as protective of its cub as Mr U.J. Banning-Cannon IV of Great Hamptons, Long Island, USA, Earth Regenerated, the terraforming tycoon. As it happened, Mr B-C was a cooing dove compared to Mrs B-C, a stately lady with a powerful right hook, who carried with her the air of a famished giant pterodactyl upon whom one calls unexpectedly as she moodily tears apart a small tyrannosaurus to provide her chicks with an inadequate lunch.

Mrs B-C was an Orion Tarbutton, a family, it was said, of unadulterated iron dipped in arsenic, with a murky and murderous past and carrying the Curse of the Tarbuttons from one generation to the next. Said Curse could, it was true, begin as a virtue (or at least a way of making sackfuls of dosh) but end as a vice, being, of course, pursuit of gambling. Unlike Mrs B-C’s Other Weakness, her gambling was, most of the time, kept firmly under control.

Unknown to her husband and daughter, Mrs Banning-Cannon had proposed this Galactic Nostalgia Tour precisely because she felt the old urge rising in her, threatening to burst the bonds she had mentally cast around it. Only moments before the decision to embark on this educational luxury cruise, while despairing over her daughter’s prospects of marriage, she had caught herself watching the First Past the Post feature by the Major on her V. The Major recommended Warp Factor Ten in the 2.30 at Gorgon Gap Park, Heaven on Earth, Aldebaran, the acknowledged centre of koop-koop racing. Her hand had reached unconsciously for her holo-V. Her glance shot like summer lightning towards the bookmaker ikon. She was a few short seconds from placing five K each way on the filly in question when she was saved by the sound of very loud travelogue commentary in her ear. Earlier she had forgotten to close the appropriate function.

Thank Mercury it wasn’t a koop-koop race, she thought, but merely a report of the All-Galaxy Sporting Re-Enactment Society’s current tour, which was reaching its close, as was traditional, on Flynn in the rather hairy system of Miggea, close to the Galactic Hub, with only three games left to play. The three teams in question were the Gentlemen, the Tourists and the Visitors. They were pretty evenly matched and no one in particular tipped to win the coveted ‘Big Arrer’, more formally known sometimes as the Jewelled Arrow of Artemis or simply the Silver Shaft, so rarely seen except during its presentation to the winner. Had she not been painfully bored by that particular sport – individual matches of which could be played over periods of weeks, sometimes months, and included tie-breakers involving archaic and baffling skills resurrected from the Home Planet’s dim past – she might just have considered a flutter on the outcome. Large sums were said to change hands amongst enthusiasts…

No!

Had she slipped and V’d her bookie, her five full years of refusing so much as to buy a lottery ticket would have been as dishwater down the drain. Happily a re-enactment game of, say, nutcracking filled her with instant ennui and quivering disgust so, with a blink, it was easy enough to turn off her V.

She turned it on again almost at once as a solution to her problems popped into her consciousness. She checked her V-mail for a letter she half-remembered receiving. Someone from the Terraphiles whom she had planned to ignore as firmly as only the wealthy can. Ah, there it was. An oddly dressed bleating old fogey asking her to present the prize to the winner of the 15th Quarter-Millennium Terraphile Re-Enactment Tournament on Flynn. They were offering all expenses paid for two and space travel to Flynn in the Miggea system aboard the luxury tour liner the ISS Gargantua, stopping at a number of picturesque planets designed to replicate the beauties and customs of Ancient Earth, courtesy Messrs TipTop Travel, Inc.

Like most rich people, Mrs Banning-Cannon loved a bargain. What could be better than a free holiday? And, including their daughter, two-thirds paid for by someone other than herself or her husband?

An ancestor might have cried ‘Eureka!’ As it was, she was momentarily consumed with admiration of her own astonishing intellect.

In a matter of minutes, she had replied to the Terraphiles to say that she would be delighted to accept their offer to present the Silver Arrow at the conclusion of their Great Tournament. She would make travel arrangements and send the bill to their appropriate department. Then she committed herself, her husband Urquart and her beautiful daughter Jane (aka ‘Flapper’) to what she was assured was Messrs TipTop Travel Inc.’s deluxe Galactic Re-Enactment Tours. Messrs TipTop assured the public that their tour was the finest and most select available, being both educational and healthy. Everything would be provided, including the latest and most sophisticated nano-tech translation pill, cultural information and style advice.

In other words, she thought, Mr Banning-Cannon and the apple of their eye could educate themselves at a substantial discount while she, Mrs B-C, took a well-earned doze in the suns of a score of sultry systems while occasionally indulging in her Other Vice, clinically known as millinerophilia, the ancient compulsion to shop for hats. What was more, she had a good chance of solving her remaining problem: her daughter might, with luck, find and marry a Peer. (She was, she admitted to herself, just a little hazy about what a Peer actually was, but she knew her friends would be envious.) The advantage also being that her husband’s firm owned the Peer™ concessions, thus continuing, also, to keep the money in the family.

It had been another advantage in her eyes that ‘Tournaments Mediaeval (Archery Plus)’ was a sport she had never wanted to bet on. Not only was it one of the few sports rarely offered in her bookmaker’s menu of choices, it was also very slow and unexciting. She fancied it to be played almost entirely by titled toffs. Its teams were likely to be crammed with members of what she still called the Brutish aristocracy, thanks to a fault in her nano-translator.

Also reassuring to Mrs B-C was that many of the other planets they would visit had been created by her husband’s family company TerraForma™, which made its main profits from taming various intergalactic hellspots into Earth-like speciality worlds, mostly on sporting themes. Thus the TFIII series was largely devoted to gulf, the TFVI series to chicklit, the TFVXI series to fruitball, and so on. The TFXX series, featuring Archery and Middle Ages Tournament Re-Enactments, was perhaps the least popular and therefore unlikely to be swamped with tourists. Like most tourists, Mrs Banning-Cannon loathed tourists and tried to avoid them at all costs. Therefore she was further delighted that the Terraphiles had chosen the cruise-ship Gargantua on which to make the Re-Enactment Tour, conveniently beginning on Cygnus 34, not far from their home in Barnard’s Star, and due to end, as stated, in Miggea in Sagittarius, close to the galaxy’s centre, where she would present the victorious team with the coveted Jewelled Arrow of Artemis.

As previously stated, she and her husband were currently enjoying a pleasant snooze in lawn chairs on this regenerated English village green where handsome young men in whackit pullovers and blazers and pretty young women in cloche straws and filmy silk frocks stood cheering for their team or for individual players. There were a few strict Terraphile conservatives insisting on authentic tournament formals, including ‘page boy’ haircuts, Wedgewood plate armour, long velvet dresses, the odd wimple, long strings of pearls, habits, top hats, bloomers and so forth taken from the earliest surviving pictures of Earth between the years 1430 and 1930, a period described by tour operators as Merrie Eusa. Behind them, on the veranda of the pavilion, from which waved various banners, chaps of many planets wearing feathered green pointed caps, crenellated capes, green baggy trousers and the loud multicoloured blazers of the Ancient and Most Honourable Order of Toxopholite Terraphiles, were relishing shants of VW Best while occasionally casting an eye on the ‘Friendly’, enjoying its third day played by the Gentlemen against their old rivals the Tourists.

The players consisted of more chaps in glaring Lincoln Green, their trousers, where they had any, held up by old school ties, shooting blunted wooden arrows at two other chaps, one of them a rhinocerid Judoon and the other a canine Pilparque, in heavily padded armour, helmet and gloves, situated at either end of the field and holding large whackits in their hands. These two attempted to stop the ‘shooters’ from hitting the ‘wotsit’ or board (three legs supporting a round, straw-filled object divided into many numbered sections) behind which stood ‘wotsit keepers’, whose job appeared to be to catch the arrows which missed and stick them in the said wotsit. Whoever scored 380 first would, Mrs Banning-Cannon understood, be declared the winner. It was a wonder, she thought wearily, that the bookies took any interest in the sport at all.

Although this Planet of the Peers™ had been chosen from the itinerary because the great matriarch assumed it to have been populated by human bluebloods, actually it was mostly colonised by archery enthusiasts wishing to honour the great Mr Peer, founder of the original London archery ground bearing his name, but she had struck lucky in her choice even though she hadn’t quite got it right. Everywhere on Peers™ chaps, mostly humanoid or at least bipedal, were shooting, whacking, fielding, wotsit-keeping or imbibing pints in one of the many pavilions in a few thousand Tournament Renaissance grounds on a franchise world which had been let for the last nine millennia to a ‘regrown’ family with undisputed DNA links to England in Old Old Earth. The Lockesley family’s current concessionaire-in-chief in the old huntin’, shootin’ and fishin’ tradition was Lord Robin of Sherwood, Earl of Lockesley, a keen archer on a world almost entirely given over to bowmanship and a public school education, what some called a shaftin’, runnin’, jumpin’, crammin’ and whackin’ planet. Those who were not enjoying tournaments were either ‘gated’ for some misdemeanour at school or mooning miserably over a pretty ‘stunner’ with which the planet was plentifully seeded in order to keep up the supply of new chaps and stunners to attend schools and play the great and noble Tournament or the Grand Old Whack as devotees called it.

Peers™ was one of several concessions built by the Banning-Cannon family in the Moravian Cluster. All were called Peers™ and were pretty much identical, with a good supply (in appropriate species) of Decent Chaps, Silly Asses, Pretty Girls and, of course, Fearsome Magistrates, Kindly Uncles and Terrifying Aunts, Fogeys (Old) and Fogeys (Young), not to mention Policemen (Helmeted) and Policemen (Unhelmeted) as well as Marryin’ Maids, Littlejohns, Scarlet Will O’Haras, Magnum Carters and all the other characters and accoutrements likely to be needed to sustain what most Decent Chaps agreed was a pretty spiffin’ sort of a planet, created for the TerraForma™ company by Algernon Pine, a reconstituted writer of OE’s Mediaeval English Edwardian school defrosted on Old Old Mars about ten thousand years ago.

Pine, that honest soul, had been a bit miffed to find his suggestions tweaked here and there until it was explained to him that democracy demands you give the public what it wants. Little remained of the original at such a distant date in the future of Old Old Earth’s history. It should be pointed out that, allowing for public taste, the reconstructors had done their best. The concession had been pieced together by experts in what was known these days as the History Entertainment business, providing excellent templates for many nicely, and safely, made new worlds. That most of them recollected a relatively short, yet lively, period between European fifteenth and twentieth centuries was because of Original Terra’s (Old Old Earth’s) thoroughly frozen state. A couple of nuclear winters and a large comet had seen to that.

Having established through careful research that the game of arrers or archery was the most popular of olden times, the experts had skilfully reconstructed it as the grand finale game of the Renaissance Tournamentors, establishing The Rules of Tournament (2137) by which everyone nowadays played. TerraForma™ guaranteed their remade worlds were as much like the originals as possible.

The Society of Terraphiles held a Grand Tourney, currently the most exclusive game in the universe, every two and a half centuries, playing for the ancient Silver Arrow of Artemis (the Big Arrer), whose origins were lost in the mists of time. Some said it was of supernatural manufacture. Players often belonged to the other galaxy-wide re-enactment society, the Ancient and Most Honourable Order of Toxopholite Terraphiles, who prided themselves on following the customs, costumes and manners of the Original Olde English archers and knights. Before the main games began, several other events had to be played out, including Quartering the Knave, Broadswording, Charging the Peasant, Stiffing the Publican, Dungeoning the Dragon, Swatting the Quintain and, most popular of all, Using a Sledgehammer to Crack a Nut, plus various contests involving axes, dragon-lances, swords, war-hammers and several other means of ancient human conflict.

Which was about the most Mrs Banning-Cannon understood or wished to understand of the Grand Old Whack. All this and considerably more had been explained to her by the agreeable Bingo, Lord Sherwood, Peer™ being his home world, who had the advantage in her eyes of being an acknowledged pedigree Peer of the Realm, unmarried and heir to a huge castle known as Lockesley Hall with grounds as extensive as a moderately sized country, somewhere on this side of the planet. Not only was he therefore An Eligible Bachelor, but he was also reasonably good looking, if a bit dim and over-eloquent on the subject of the Ancient Tourney of Archerie on which, it emerged, he had written several papers well reviewed in The Whacksman’s Wisdom, the best-regarded V-journal on the subject. That he was by his own admission as poor as a church mouse and urgently in need of what he called variously ‘dosh’, ‘tin’, ‘lolly’ or ‘argent’ only enhanced his eligibility in her view because, as every plutocrat knows, the once-wealthy destitute are always more malleable than the poor who have never been anything else. And, while she wanted a blueblood for a son-in-law, she did not want a stroppy one who would talk back. It had not occurred to her that such a weak-knee would not exactly be a type her strong-willed daughter favoured for a spouse.

Her eyes half-closed against the balmy light, Mrs Banning-Cannon smiled favourably on a heavily padded and helmeted whacksman who currently defended what she understood to be the Gentleman’s End against a famously keen canine player, G.H. O’Gruffy, whose tail was waving in what might have been triumph and who let out loud, challenging barks as he again took aim with his bow at a wotsit defended by the rival whacker, whose protective clothing was now stuck with so many arrows he resembled a porcupine in the prime of its porcupinehood and whom Mrs Banning-Cannon fondly believed to be her anticipated son-in-law but was actually the Hon. Old Bill Told, standing in for Bingo.

The Silver Arrow of Artemis, having been stashed with other valuables in a super-secure time-locked travel-vault and sent ahead to Flynn to be opened immediately before its presentation to the winning team, Mrs Banning-Cannon was determined to enjoy the tour in the ways she loved best. The attractions of this game were becoming clearer to her, now that she realised that it was almost demanded of spectators that they sit in lawn chairs and snooze through much of every match. She had almost accidentally picked up some of the rules and objects and now even had a favourite team. The one she favoured (i.e. Lord Bingo’s First Fifteen) was the Gentlemen. They were one of three which had been tipped from the start to win the All-Galaxy Tournament, though at present slightly better odds were being offered on the present Arrow holders, the Tourists. Not, she told herself firmly, that odds had anything to do with it given that this was anyway a mere friendly. These players, she had read, were so devoted to their sport that some members even went so far as to take nano-identity pills so that they believed they were human. Not a few were academics from all over the galaxy. These chose to immerse themselves in alien cultures and so learn through experience.

A rather disproportionate number of Tourists were Judoon, whose rhinocerid appearance made them particularly suited for the whacker’s armour. Generally the Judoon had a taste for the more warlike sports of their home world, which had banned some of them for fear of exterminating their entire population and planet. Nukeball, for instance, was played only illegally and then on a few remote Rim worlds. Occasionally a distant exploding star system would indicate a somewhat Pyrrhic win.

While Mr B-C had no objection to holidaying on his own company’s worlds and thus keeping the money, as he always liked to do, in the family, nor to indulging his wife’s every whim in the matter of hat collections or other foibles, he was unhappy about her choice of suitors for his daughter’s hand, whom his wife had insisted on parading before him. For one thing he saw most of them as employees or at least customers and as such harbouring notions of furthering their fortunes by becoming his son-in-law. He did not understand that the very thought of such a union caused most eligible candidates considerable collywobbles. For another, he had already picked out his nephew Hamlet Tarbutton as his personal choice.

Young Ham had the advantage of being as putty in his uncle’s hands, not too bright and possessed of a large fortune of his own from Mr B-C’s chief rival, his sister-in-law, the big boss of Earthmakers™ Inc. who specialised in remaking and restocking worlds in the image of legendary golden ages, including The Glory That Was Rome, The Marvel of Mogal India, The Beauty of Buffalo, The Gods of Ancient Greece and so on. The merging of two such mighty empires would become inevitable if Ham could be persuaded to pop the question and Jane to accept. It would also banish his monetary losses in a flash. It is fair to say that had he known Flapper had set her sights on an untitled amateur archer, whom she had met only six days earlier at a Higher Tea put on in their honour by the local Squire and who was even more impoverished than
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