


'Avast, ye scurvies!'

Hoist the mainbrace, splice the anchor and join the Doctor and Benny for the maiden
voyage of the good ship Schirron Dream, as it ventures into the fungral dark of air spaces
occupied by the Sloothes — those villainous slimy evil shapeshifting monsters of utter
and unmitigated evil that have placed the system under siege!

Watch Roslyn Forrester and Chris Cwej have a rough old time of it in durance vile! Meet
the intrepid Captain Li Shao, and the beautiful if somewhat single-minded Sun Samurai
Leetha t'Zhan! Roast on the dunes of Prometheus, swelter in the fetid jungles of Anea,
swim with the Obi-Amphibians of Elysium and freeze off inconvenient items of anatomy
on the ice wastes of Reklon in an apparently doomed search for the Eyes of the Schirron,
the magickal jewels that will either save the system or destroy it utterly!

Who will live? Who will die? Will the Doctor ever play the harmonium again? All these
questions and many more will be answered within the coruscating, fibrillating pages of ...
Sky Pirates!
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SKY PIRATES!

Or

The Eyes of the Schirron

Being a most Excellent and Perspicacious Luminiferous
Aether Opera by Noted Biographer, Tap-Dancer and
Aerialist, Mr

DAVE STONE

and Detailing the Strange and Very Exciting Adventures of
The Doctor and His Trusty Companions amidst the
Multifarious Perils of a System caught in the Foul Grip of the
Hideous Sloathes!

Mind-shattering Spectacle! Heart-stopping Cliffhangers!
Fiendish Villains of Slithering Unmitigated Evil! Daring
Rescues! Lovers' Misunderstandings! Foul and Cowardly
Betrayals! All Manner of Improving Moral Examples!
Incredibly Bad Jokes! All These may be Discovered by the
Discerning Reader upon the Opening of these Quite
Reasonably Priced Pages, with Full Hypnagogic Orchestral
Accompaniment. No Monies Return'd.

—— Wi

Mr Stone tells us that he was Vouchsafed the True and
Undeniable Facts of this History in a Vision whilst under the
Fiendish Influence of Laudanum, 3-methoxyl-4,5-methylene-
dioxyamphetamine, hash toasties and a Steaming Cup of
Bovril. When he Came, however, to Transcribe his Vision he
was Cruelly Interrupted by Fate in the Unassuming Guise of
a Medicated Goitre Salesman named Aiden, from Peckham,
and was Forced to Make the Rest of it Up. Sorry.



The Dedication

This one's for Manuela, Fillip, Marcus Morgan, Tanya, Derek,
David Bishop, Dave Taylor, Wendy, Andy Lane, Charlie 'the
man with no name' Stross, Karen, Neil, Kevin, Kevin, Trish
and Daniel, Beth, Rebecca, Peter, everybody at the LBG,
Charlie "X-file' Adlard, Giles and Liz and Ben, the Crimson
Pirate, Hector, Julie, Jon and Caroline, little Amy, Paul
Cornell, Charlie 'sad male fantasy' Gillespie, Sharon, Kim,
Lush, Jeff Cummins, the nice people at Bifrost, the other nice
people at Off-Pink, the rather less nice pack of money-
grubbing jackals of the British comic-book industry, Fritz
Leiber, Anna Maria and John, Erroll Flynn, the memory of
'Susan’, Roger Langridge, Claire, the other Claire, Steve
Marley, Mum, Dad, Andy Bodle, Caspar, the Lemonheads,
any number of Simons, Harry Harrison's Star Smashers of
the Galaxy Rangers, Gerard, Clive, Andrew Cartmel, Michelle
Shocked, Mo, Richard, Vince and all those many unsung
others for variously, sometimes simultaneously and in no
related order whatsoever giving me inspiration, information,
undeserved love, a sofa to sleep on, a shoulder to cry on,
jokes, more jokes, a sounding-board for my jokes, mutual
massage, pause for thought, an outlet for otherwise
unpublishable venomous rants, paying work, unconditional
support and the crawling pain of grief and loss that never
ends; for providing models to aim for, template skeletons for
heroes and villains to infest and animate, unending helpful
suggestions, sporadic sex, a soundtrack, beautiful art in a
variety of contexts, free money and, just when | needed it, a
reason to live; for reducing me to an incoherent spitting fury,
for stroking my hair, for wilfully misunderstanding every word
| say, for cooking me breakfast, for being drop-dead gnaw-
ya-knuckle gorgeous; for the heat of you, the odd cheap thrill,
your friendship, talent, pint of semi-skimmed milk,
understanding, asinine spite and all those tempestuous
nights under the stairs with the tub of Swarfega and the
bullwhip.
Stuff. Thing. Anyhow.

D.S.



All the world's a stage,
And all the men and women merely players.
William Shakespeare,
As You Like It

Away, then, with these Lewd, Ungodly Diversions,
and which are but Impertinence at the best. What part
of Impudence either in Words or Practice, is omitted
by the Stage? Don't the Buffoons take almost all
manner of Liberties, and plunge through Thick and
Thin, to make a Jest?
St Clement of Alexandria, Works

As | was going up the stair,

I met a man who wasn't there.
He wasn't there again today;
I wish to God he'd go away.

Trad.



The Prologue

The System, in circumference, circumscribes some fifty-
thousand leagues, and all of it on the inside: a perfect
gaseous globe, encapsulated by an electrostatic Mobeus
bubble-shell, through which the four high-density Wanderers
spin around the Sun.

And at the edge of that inverted globe hangs Planet X: a
black ball of basalt caked with ash and slag, cracked like
perished rubber, pocked with volcanic craters weeping red
and yellow magma like so many open and infected sores.

An interloper, this planet: flung from its original orbit
millennia ago by some long-forgotten catastrophe. The
energy field thrashes and flares about it; wounded, possibly
mortally, retching upon this fatal irritant in a vain and palsied
attempt to spit it out.

The wind is strong here; ash-laden and abrasive. If a
man were to stand upon the surface of Planet X he would be
scoured to the bones and the bones scattered within
seconds. In only one place is the wind still and this,
paradoxically perhaps, is a point upon the equator where the
prevailing wind is strongest -where a mile-wide ring of vanes
and turbines catch and redirect it into an artificial cyclone, a
shrieking, spinning maelstrom of ash, the eye of which is a
perfect vacuum.

And protruding into this vacuum, the twisting and
segmented brass towers of telescopes.

—— T Wi e
Sloathes live underground.

Beneath the surface, cutting through the substrata and
sealed with makeshift rubber airlocks, the shafts of the
telescopes descend to a chamber. This is merely one of a
vast warren of tunnels and caverns that riddle the little
planet's core.

Sloathes are rabidly acquisitive.

Millennia between the stars, with nothing but blank basalt
walls to draw the eye, have instilled in them a rabid desire for
things. Over the years since their arrival in this diminutive



system they have looted its various Wanderers with a total
lack of discrimination -have acquired so much, in fact, that
there is now little room for anything else. Tapestries of Anean
silk hang from the walls, depicting the winged god Kloi-Kloi-
Seki and its hideous if ingenious death at the appropriate
manipulatory appendages of its four billion young. Intricate
rugs of Promethean horsehair cover the floors, clashing
horribly with the tapestries (Sloathes have no taste). Piled on
the rugs a vast and priceless collection of objects and
artifacts - even including vestigial and antiqgue specimens
from Dirt, that mythical, lost and long-eradicated cradle of
humankind. A freestanding barometer with its dial set
permanently on 'blustery’. An occasional table inlaid with
feathers of peacock and partridge. A tea-chest filled with
wire-framed spectacles. A Bakelite radiogram with the
majority of its innards missing... And all arranged with the
cargo-cult misplacement of those who have seen such
objects arranged approximately thus but do not have the
faintest idea of exactly why.

And all is clotted with the foul ichor that Sloathes exude
constantly: running from the walls, radiating in viscous fans
across flat surfaces. Drying to a thick and brittle crust.

Food.

For this chamber is alive: a seething mass of creatures of
various sizes and states of development. The inhabitants of
Planet X begin life as spores and exist in a continual state of
growth, feeding upon the slime exuded by the larger and,
voraciously, upon the bodies of the smaller.

Sloathes are metamorphic; their skeletons telescopic,
enclosed by unstable flesh the consistency of boiling mud,
skinned by muscle and chitinous platelets. In repose they
resemble soft and scaly obloids, but each carries within it a
wide assortment of limbs, sensory organs and manipulatory
appendages, and can assume a multiplicity of forms more or
less at will.

B —
In a corner of the chamber, from the excellent vantage point
of a slightly battered vitrine, a creature the size and
approximate shape of a lobster watched a scaly pseudo-rat
as it munched its way through a particularly crispy bit of
slime. As the rat-thing passed below it, the 'lobster' planted



suckers to secure itself firmly to the vitrine and detached a
section of head and torso from its main mass, lowering it on a
string of ligament.

As it descended, the head split open, folded in upon itself
and transformed into a hooked and gaping set of jaws.

The rat-thing seemed to be enjoying its meal
tremendously, so much that it absolutely failed to notice the
threat from above -until it was engulfed with a snap. The jaws
ascended on their ligament string to be enveloped by the
'lobster’, which in turn collapsed into a flaccid globe.

The globe rippled, then constricted with a wet and slightly
muffled crunch. Acidic vapour shot from sphincter-vents with
a hiss, raising bubbles on the varnish of the vitrine and
scorching the wood. The Sloathe belched. The whole
process had taken slightly under three seconds.

Events of this sort were taking place throughout the
entire chamber. Quasi-cobras struck at pseudo-gila,
swallowing them whole. A 'mantis’ the size of a large rat tore
the analogue of a throat out of something approximately
lupine. A kind of animated mantrap with a wet, lolling tongue
struck at a swarm of small flying creatures connected by
fleshy tubes as they methodically pecked it to pieces.

None of this was particularly noted by the three hulking
forms gathered around the eyepieces of the telescopes.
Sloathes only became self-aware at the size of a large dog. It
is only at this point that they achieve some form of status
amongst themselves -and to these larger Sloathes, the
creatures eating and being eaten around them were no more
worthy of attention than an insect is to a man.

Sloathes are mimics by nature, entirely lacking in a
sense of generative creativity. Their assumed shapes and
forms of expression tend to derive from cursory and rather
inept observation. The smallest of the three around the
telescope had currently taken the form of a monstrous
scorpion with a head like the skull of a crow. This was Lokar



Pan, who in human terms would be regarded as chief of staff
and commander of the Sloathe fleets.

Squatting beside it was the Sekor Dom Sloathe: a
decomposing humanoid brain the size of an elephant, a
single eye on a stalk swinging back and forth.

The largest of them all, the leader of them all, slopped
with nine of its eyes pressed to the eyepieces of the
telescope, manipulating focus verniers with a thousand
fibrillating cilia-appendages.

Ostensibly slightly smaller than the others, the thing in
this chamber was merely one small segment of its being.
Tubes of extruded tissue snaked from it to others chambers -
chambers full to bursting with alien flesh and scale. This was,
in short, the Most Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem -
supreme ruler of the basalt planet and thus, in the minds of
Sloathes the whole planet over, the absolute and supreme
ruler of the entire universe.

The Most Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem flicked its
attention between the eyepieces, focusing upon each of the
indigenous Wanderers in turn. The desert world. The jungle
world. The water world. The ice world...

Even from this distance they were blemished. None were
free from the cankers and welts of Sloathe incursion -but the
underlying pattern spoke of some more serious disruption. In
the solar years since the arrival of the basalt planet, there
was a discontinuity in their relative orbits. Slight, admittedly,
but building. The System was blowing itself apart in astral
time.

This annoyed Kraator Xem -although annoyed could not
even begin to encompass the sheer scale of the emotion.
The nearest way of expressing it, in human terms, would be a
small child's temper tantrum in which said child suddenly
picked up a knife and slit its mother's throat. And then
mutilated the body in a vicious gibbering frenzy.



As it scanned the spinning jewels of the System the
surface of Kraator Xem's mind was cold: crystalline, coolly
formulating strategies and options. But under the surface,
under the skin, under this fragile patina of quasi-identity,
something hot and dark shrieked over and over again:

It's mine.
| want it.

Make it do what | want it to.

The Most Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem retracted
several eyes from the telescope, and swung them round to
peer at the commander of the fleet. Platelets slid back over
each other. An approximation of human lips and tongues and
vocal cords formed in its soft flesh.

'Report, Lokar Pan,' it said in clotted, glottal tones, like
gas bubbling through semi-solidified fat.

The scorpion thing scuttled forward and warped its avine
beak into a frame, over which was stretched a membrane.

'‘Okey-dokey, matey," it said. 'Expedition to green world
satellite is success. Gone now, polymorphous infestation of
satellite. Chop-chop. All same. Total dead, yes? Water world
goin' likewise. We's a-knockin' ‘em on the heads and a-haulin’
‘em into the brig tanks like the poxy dogs they are. Bugger-
me-bosun. Avast behind.'

The voice from the membrane crackled with static. It
shifted in pitch and accent as it acquired the resonances of
the locations to which it referred. It was as though the
Sloathe commander were running edited excerpts directly
from received transmissions.

The brain-thing, the Sekor Dom Sloathe -who up until
now had been silent -slithered forward. The nearest human
equivalent of its function would be that of seneschal or Grand
Vizier - and while obviously lacking in the pointy slippers and
twirly moustachio department, there was a marked sense of
oiliness about it. The constant search for a propitious couple
of rib-analogues between which to stick and turn the knife.



What of this aboriginal Sun cult? it said. There was no
sound. Its words simply resonated in the analogues of their
brains. Correct me if | am wrong, but | seem to remember
that they have a particularly impenetrable stronghold upon
the Green world. Does this situation still obtain?

The Most Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem, inwardly,
guasi-winced. Sloathes have an innate inability to
comprehend the symbolism that other species attach to
images -and a major stumbling block to their complete
occupation of the System had been the tendency of the
aboriginals to rally behind, as it were, a flag. Anything, it
seemed, would do: a clump of feathers tied to a pole, a
hominid nailed to a tree a couple of thousand years before...
it seemed to be something inbuilt.

The cult on the jungle planet - or, more properly, in the
vestigial network of cities that floated over the planet -
appeared to worship the image of a stylized Sun inset with
four crude representations of eyes. They had held out against
Sloathe incursion for more than ten solar years - and the
Sekor Dom Sloathe never missed an opportunity to rub this
small fact in.

"The stronghold of the Sun cult is still under siege,' Lokar
Pan reported. 'Acceptable losses of our own forces. They are
safely contained.’

‘They are still pretending to move?' the Most Elevated
and Puissant Kraator Xem said. Sloathes do not conceive of
anything other than themselves as truly alive, and consider it
presumptuous that certain things in the universe go around
walking and talking as if they are.

'Pending most explicit orders from myself,' Lokar Pan
said.

'Make them stop,’ the Most Elevated and Puissant
Kraator Xem said. 'Don't want them to do it any more. Make
them stop it now.'



The scorpion-form of Lokar Pan collapsed in upon itself,
then warped into a complex cluster of planes designed to
transmit the resonances of thought across thousands of
leagues. The Most Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem
watched it absently for a moment, then turned its attention to
a corner where something small and viscid and vaguely
resembling a lobster squatted smugly digesting on a battered
vitrine.

Idly, the Most Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem shot
out a chitinous harpoon on a length of tendon. The speared
lobster-thing squealed and planted a sucker and the vitrine
fell over with a spray of sludge. The lobster-thing was
dragged, vitrine and all, into the slavering mouth the Most
Elevated and Puissant Kraator Xem had dilated especially for
the purpose.



Canto First:
A Sudden Arrival



We must constantly beware of the 'just-like'
fallacy. The existence of a watch might imply a
watchmaker - but to relocate this argument wholesale
as a Creationist rationale, for example, tends to miss
that point that unless we know far less about the
fundamental nature of the universe than we think
we do, it doesn't run on clockwork.
Down Among the Dead Men
Professor Bernice Summerfield, 2466

"Typical. You wait a couple of millennia for the End of
the World to arrive and then three of the buggers turn
up at once.’
Roslyn Forrester (attr.)



The First Chapter

Below is the mighty Anacon river, major tributary of a network
of waterways entwining the jungle-surface of the Aneas Top.
An almost vascular maze of runnels and canals and courses,
trenches and ditches and dykes -although, if this is a vascular
system, it's a vascular system in a coronary. At some point,
some pumping mechanism, some geological equivalent of a
massive heart, must have kept it flowing.

Now the waters of Aneas lie still and black in their
channels -and over the course of centuries the jungle has
taken over entirely: fetid and primordial and crawling with
more long-lost species, civilizations and Shaman-tribes than
you can shake a dinosaur-gnawed, ceremonial obi-stick at.

And above the jungle, the remains of the Dirigible Cities,
their bejewelled spires and minarets fractured and hollow like
rotting teeth, the massive gasbags that once supported them
leaking in a thousand different places, their deserted streets
and their derelict twitterns and wynds erupting under Sloathe
bombardment.

—— Wi

The sky was thick with a ragtag swarm of ornithopters and
biplanes, banking and wheeling and going down in flames as
they harried the pulsing bulks of Sloathe gunships. The
Dirigible Cities were vestigial now: one by one they had been
reduced to ruins, their inhabitants slaughtered or taken
prisoner. Only one segment now held out: the sub-City of
Rakath. Home of the fanatical Sun Samurai cult,* who had
sworn to fight on to the last hominid. The sheer determination
and viciousness of its Warrior-castes had over the years
achieved an uneasy stalemate: the Sun Samurai weren't
going anywhere, and the Sloathe blockade around Aneas
saw to it that they didn't.

But now the situation had changed. Now the Sloathes
were making an active and concerted effort to eradicate this
trouble-spot once and for all. Time for the Sun-cult was
running out.



In a cavernous chamber, its white ceramic walls inlaid
with arabesques of brass and hung with ancient tapestries of
surpassing and exquisite

*A note upon translation is perhaps apposite here. The lingua franca,
as it were, of the System is almost impossible to convey phonetically,
consisting as it does almost entirely of dentation, glottal stops, and
eructation. Wherever possible we have attempted to translate actual
names directly, as in the self-evident 'Dirigible Cities' (lit. Cities-on-
Dirigibles), or to convey a general sense of meaning from such direct
translations -as in 'Sun Samurai' (lit. Mad-Bastard-Ritual-Worship-
Big-Hot-Thing-and-Cut-You-Up-with-Big-Knife-Thing). Names with no
apparent associative value have been simply labelled arbitrarily, as in
'Rakath’, which in its original form sounds like a fart in a maraca
factory.

complexity, those not actively resisting the Sloathe forces
were assembled: the very old, the very young and the sick,
the halt and the lame. Although made up predominantly of
the Saurian humanoids indigenous to Aneas, there were a
fair scattering of others.

Indeed, the high priest himself was human in
appearance: an elderly Promethean originally of the nomad-
caste. His skin was gnarled and blackened by the sunlight of
that desert world so that it seemed to be of the same stuff as
his cracked and ancient leather robes. A thousand tiny scars
disfigured his face and his eyes were permanently slitted
against a nonexistent wind. His white hair was pulled back in
the brittle remains of a traditional Anean topknot.

His name was Kimon, and like his predecessors his life
had been long given over to the Waiting -watching for the
Chosen who would appear amongst the cult. The female
Saviour who would undertake the Search, as had been
Foretold from Time out of Mind by some unnamed but
apparently all-powerful force with an unfortunate predilection
for overcapitalization.

The Waiting had taken millennia thus far -the Sun
Samurai were extremely ritualistic and the signs by which the
Chosen would be known had been scrupulously detailed.



Over the centuries a girl-child might be found possessing
certain of the attributes required: she might be born with a
caul, or the fourth daughter of a thirteenth son, or radiantly
beautiful and fleet of foot with a star-shaped birthmark in a
highly embarrassing anatomical area - but none fulfilled these
requirements precisely.

This had not particularly been a problem. The Sun
Samurai had the time. They could wait. It was not as if, say,
the entire System was under attack by villainous evil
cannibalistic slimy shapeshifting monsters and the Sun-cult
was in danger of suddenly being stamped out in its-

So now the old man stood before the assembled
congregation of the very young, the very old, and the sick.
His eyes were closed, and a sacred cloth was bound around
them, and he was chanting: 'Thirty-six... Thirty-seven...
Thirty-eight... Thirty-nine...'

There had been any number of fourth daughters of
thirteenth sons born over the years, a surprising number of
them born with cauls and the aforementioned and suitably
embarrassing birthmark. Radiantly beautiful? But of course.
Fleet of foot? No problem there.

"...Forty-two... Forty-three... Forty-four..." Kimon chanted.

The problem was that there was also the matter of an
extensively prophesied and amazingly detailed sequence of
events in the Chosen One's life that must be fulfilled -and
while the language on the prophesies allowed for a fair
degree of interpretation, a large number of them had, over
the natural course of things, simple never happened to

anyone.
Outside the concussive detonation of a Sloathe
bombshell. The temple-chamber shook.

'Forty-five..." Kimon continued. 'Forty-six... Forty-seven...
Forty-eight...'

The most important, the most basic prophesy, for
example, read more or less as follows: 'She shall be Lost and



then She shall be Found, by way of a most Arduous and
Magickal Quest. And she shall be garbed in most Exquisite
Raiment, Wrap'd and Swaddled in Cloth-of-Gold and playing
Dulcet and most Soothing tones upon a Flageolet. Her head
it shall Rest on milk-white Marshwort and the Fish of the
Stream and the Birds of the Air shall be Her Friends.'

"...Forty-nine... Fifty." Kimon pulled the cloth from his
face. 'Coming, ready or not.'

He cast about vaguely, taking in the altar and the Book in
which the Prophesy was writ. 'How am | doing?' he asked the
congregation.

'You're incredibly cold,' the congregation called back.

Kimon wandered over to a tapestry and, experimentally,
twitched one of them aside.

'You're getting colder!" the congregation shouted happily.
Kimon wondered if they were taking this Most Solemn and
Historick Occasion in quite the right spirit.

He peered about himself again. Eventually his eyes
alighted upon the ironwood chest in which, over the years,
the various high priests of the cult had stored their missals
while the extensive theological research went on into the
guestion of what it was a missal actually did. Kimon strode
purposefully toward the chest and, with a grunt of effort,
heaved the lid off with a crash.

Nobody had actually said at what age the Chosen One
had to be found wrap'd and swaddled and being friends with
the birds and so forth. The woman in the chest was in her
eighteenth year, slim and supple in the manner of a gymnast,
her skin composed of soft scales which shimmered like a spill
of oil on water. Her eyes were a pale orange, with vertical
pupils, like those of a cat. She was hairless, the scales on her
head feathering into a soft down. A short leather kilt was
wrapped about her waist and around her midriff was a corslet
of some silver-grey and strangely liquid-looking metal.



The shreds of Cloth-of-Gold thrown in with her had been
ripped from the tapestries. A hurried search of the more
elderly of the temple's congregation had produced a number
of medicinal pomanders, commonly used to guard against
agues and grippes, and which doubtless contained
marshwort somewhere amidst the various floral matter.

Certain other elements had proved slightly more difficult
to acquire in a floating city starving and under siege, but a
small tin toy trumpet had been taken from one of the children
(who was still, somewhere in the back of the crowd, loudly
wanting it back), and she was doing her level best to be
friends with the half-eaten chicken leg and the fishbones.

She played a half-hearted toot on the trumpet and put it
down. 'That's it, now, is it?' she said.

'Um..." Kimon crossed hurriedly back to the altar and the
lead-bound book, flipped hastily through the thick vellum
pages. 'Have you wept Bitter Tears at the Endless Fultility of
Being?' he said.

'‘We already did that." The woman climbed out of the
chest and pulled off sorry tatters of ex-tapestorial Cloth-of-
Gold. 'With the onions, remember?"

'Did you heal a Sick Man that he picked up his Bed and
Walked?' Kimon asked worriedly.

The young woman silently pointed to a frail and pale-
looking human standing unsteadily in the crowd and clutching
a sheet, who waved back at her and, in accordance with the
universal laws of comedy, chose this moment to fall over
again.

'Have you been Most Tragickally and Cruelly Deflowered
by Glog Shabababaréd, the Bloody Humpback, the Black
Despoiler of the Many-Sundered Worlds whose Hands Run
Red with the Blood of Innocents, a Foul Usage that will put a
vary Bane upon your Heart until-'

‘Where the hell are we supposed to get a Glog
Shabababaréd from?' the woman said indignantly.



This is, ah, generally held to be one of the more
metaphorical passages,' Kimon said uneasily, blushing to his
ears under his leathery skin. ‘It just means have you ever...
well, um, sort of, you know...'

As he trailed off desperately another detonation shook
the chamber, blowing in a number of stained-glass windows.
The congregation milled around, chattering and shrieking
with alarm.

'| shall take especial care to take advantage of the very
first opportunity that presents itself,’ the young woman said
primly. '‘Have we done now, Kimon?'

'Yes, I... ah..." The high priest shut the Book and turned
to the congregation, raising his hands in benediction. 'Behold!
The Chosen is amongst us! Long have we Waited for this

Great Time, the Time of the Search, long have we-'

'Yes, quite." The woman grabbed him firmly by the scruff
of the neck and frogmarched him, despite his protests,
towards the door.

—— Wi

Leetha T'Zhan shoved the high priest through the erupting
streets. In the sky the biplanes banked and wheeled. More
than once they were forced to skirt an area of fighting where
Samurai ground forces attempted to prevent a Sloathe
landing becoming an actual beachhead until, eventually, they
came to a large and domelike construction guarded by a
couple of Seku,*

* The Sun Samurai, as has been noted, consisted predominantly of
native Aneans (saurians evolved into warm-blooded humanoids) with
a minority of humans. These species interbred freely, but such
progeny would appear physically, and more or less at random, to be
entirely human or Anean rather than any graduated blending of the
two.

glowering about themselves with barely contained
belligerence and obviously wishing they were where the
fighting was thickest.



Inside, tethered to iron rings sunk into huge blocks of
granite and bobbing gently to the shaking of the cities, was a
battered scow of the sort used to ferry supplies within the
Anean atmosphere, its cabin hastily sealed with pitchblende.
Bing internal combustion engines, capable of dealing with
interWanderary distances had been lashed to the frame,
rotor-blades ratcheted around slowly on their bearings.

Leetha turned a handle sunk into the wall of the
chamber. Slowly, with a groan and scrape of metal, the dome
above them split open into eight interlocking sections and
retracted into the vertical walls.

'You have your notes?' she said to Kimon.

The high priest put a hand into the robe and pulled out a
thick sheaf of mismatched papers and a slim and slightly
worn livre de poche -a cheap and mechanically printed copy
of the original Book of the Chosen, used by the Priest caste
in the instruction of children. This had eventually been
compromised upon because, while the prophesies were clear
that the Book would be carried by the Chosen at all times and
she would derive Much Inspiration and Succour from It, they
were remarkably unclear about exactly how far the Chosen
would actually get if she had to hump around twenty pounds
of vellum cased in jewel-encrusted lead.

Kimon handed her the book and sorted hurriedly through
the sheaf of papers. 'The distillation of millennia of scholarly
research,' he said. "There have been several interpretations,
of course, over the years -the High Priest Lorcas VII, for

example, held that-'

‘I look forward immensely to learning what he held,
Leetha said. 'But not just at the moment, yes?' She planted a
foot against the side of a massive engine and hauled on the
lanyard of the starter-motor.

Centuries of ritualized Waiting had produced an interesting
social structure, based largely upon the numbers four and thirteen.
Every thirteenth male-child was considered semi-sacred breeding



stock and protected and pampered until he had fathered four
daughters. Then he was summarily ejected to fend for himself for the
rest of his life - which, given how he had been weakened by a life of
inordinate overindulgence and luxury since birth, was generally quite
short. And this was considered only right and proper by the other
males, the Warrior caste, who spent their lives fighting viciously
tooth-and-claw over the disproportionately few women available in an
attempt to establish their own dynasties from scratch -and who
tended to be not a little short-tempered with those who had, as it
were, had it handed to them repeatedly on a number of plates.

Females themselves were regarded merely as breeding-stock -
albeit precious breeding stock, as prizes -and were kept in a state of
isolated and objectified near-slavery that would have any twentieth-
century feminist apoplectic and any twentieth-century New Man
patronizing them rigid.

The exceptions were of course the Seku -every fourth daughter
of a thirteenth son. Since any one of these might be Chosen, and
might thus have to undergo the many and varied perils of the Search,
they were trained from birth in the Ways of the Warrior and every

Sun Samurai male clutched his groin in fright when they went past.
Leetha, of course, before she became the Chosen, was a Seku.

After the obligatory couple of false-starts, the starter-motor
whirred to life. There was a series of coughing detonations as
the engines themselves caught. The rotors juddered and
lurched, and then accelerated.

In the sky above, Sun Samurai aircraft were regrouping
for the suicide manoeuvres that would divert the attention of
the Sloathe forces; opening a window of escape for the scow.
Leetha said a silent prayer for them, and hoped to the gods
that their deaths would not be in vain.

She thought of the perils of a System under siege -and of
perils that were worse: the privateer fleets that even now
lurked in the traverses between the Wanderers, the slave-
traders and the freebooters, the hideous and literally gut-
wrenching excesses of these brigands, like the villainous
Nathan Li Shao...



The engines were firing on all cylinders; the scow
strained against its tethers. Leetha swung herself up through

the hatch and hauled Kimon up behind her.
‘We'll find them,' she said, closing and dogging the hatch.
‘We'll find the Eyes.'

—— W

And as the scow rose through the stratosphere to the thin
and chilly interWanderary air beyond, the Dirigible cities
finally split open and went down in flames. Watched by the
fiendish segmented telescopes of Planet X. And something
somewhere else entirely watched them, too.



The Second Chapter

In an improbable jungle outside space and time, a marmoset
launches itself across a gap in the canopy, grabbing hold of
and swinging from a banyan branch with its bearlike paws.
Startled, a small flock of iridescent green-gold parrots scatter,
flapping and squawking indignantly, and then re-form.

In the clearing a structure rises from the forest floor:
twice the height of a man and built of crude and sun-baked
brick, a flight of steps leading up its wall: a ziggurat in
miniature.

On the steps, intently examining the markings on the
wall, is a dark woman in her early thirties, in khaki shirt and
khaki shorts and lace-up Chukka boots, a sweatband of rag
wrapped around her cropped head and a machete in her belt
-every inch the intrepid explorer, though there is something
curiously affected about this, as though it is merely a
costume worn for some impromptu masquerade.

By the ziggurat, catching the sun through a gap in the
jungle canopy, is a picnic table and three stripy deckchairs.
Reclining in one of these, seemingly asleep, a limp fedora
with a paisley band tilted forward over his face, is a small and
slightly portly man in linen and raw silk and two-tone brogues.
In the manner of the Englishman Abroad the whole world
over, this man has divested himself of nothing but his jacked,
which hangs on the back of the chair, a yellow smiley-faced
button affixed to the lapel. Similarly -and no doubt with said
Englishman Abroad's instinctive distrust for the weather -
hangs a furled umbrella with a handle in the form of a slightly

overelaborate question-mark.

The fedora vibrates to happy and vaguely theatrical
snores. Despite the heat, the man's apparel seems well-
laundered and utterly pristine, as though perspiration is



merely something that happens to other people. Near by, a
hand-cranked Victrola plays the tinny refrains of one Mr
George Formby, relating a number of surprising adventures
involving his little stick of Blackpool rock.

— e

Benny Summerfield wandered down the steps and flopped
into a deckchair. Beside her the Doctor stopped snoring.

'Did you find anything of interest?' he said from under his
fedora.

Benny shrugged. 'The markings seem to be Navaho. Sky
spirits. Nayenezgani in particular -"slayer of evil gods”, you
know? The chap who protected the world from the forces of
destruction?'

‘Somebody has to do it." The Doctor flipped his hat from
his face and sat forward, an eyebrow raised with idle
concern. From the Victrola, dubious confectionery was
supplanted by the improbable joys of grandad's flannelette
shirt. 'At least till someone better comes along. You seem a
little ill at ease with the surroundings, Benny.'

‘Not really. It's just a little disorienting." Benny waved a
hand, encompassing the scene. 'l mean, plains-dweller
markings on Assyrian architecture and stuck in the jungle
banyans and whatnot and Madagascan wildlife... It's all over
the place. It jars.'

The Doctor smiled. 'Always the empirical archaeologist,
eh? Examining and codifying, dusting off little bits of actuality
and sticking them in a hermetic and carefully labelled display
case? Why not just let the spring-cleaning go hang for a
while, and simply enjoy the ambiance of it all? A little
ambiguity is good for the soul. Some more wine?' He
gestured to the bottle in the Georgian silver cooler. 'A tart
little vintage, but I'm sure you'll appreciate its bare-faced
cheek.’



Bernice fell in with his mood. She poured herself a glass
and swilled it around in her mouth with the arch and
exaggerated air of one whose ethanolic tastes were formed
on spaceport hinterland boilermakers, but has seen the
historical recordings of poncy wine tasters.

‘The finish is all one would expect?' the Doctor enquired,
eyes a-mischievous-twinkle.

'One detects the zest of lime,' Bernice said. 'The hint of
fresh-mown grass and a touch of the Auntie Fanny's clock
under the stairs.' She grinned. 'Blimey, but this is some rough
old stuff. Do they get it out of cats? The urge to spit hurtles
even now toward the palate as we speak.'

‘Ah yes,' the Time Lord beamed. 'The good old
expectorative impulse. As with coffee and brandy and
Gallifreyan bog-truffle tincture, it's the acid test of good from
bad. Cucumber sandwich?' He proffered a Wedgwood plate.

"Il just have a refill, thanks.'

'Quite right, too." The Doctor tossed the plate over his
shoulder in a small spray of decrusted bread and legume.
‘Can't abide the things myself.'

The plate frisbeed off into the undergrowth. There was a

squawk and a subsequent thud as it stunned a parrot.

The Doctor topped her up with what was in fact a
perfectly chilled basic Frascati, filled his own glass and sat
back with a small and happy sigh (he was unable to
metabolize ethanol but, he averred, found certain trace
impurities attendant to the fermenting process quite
delightful). Benny was struck by the fact that the Time Lord
seemed not younger, exactly -the sheer weight of his
thousand odd years tended to overload the subliminal senses
by which the human mind perceives such things, making
terms of 'age' irrelevant -not younger exactly, but less
careworn than of late. It was as though several of the
upheavals and sea-changes of the past few subjective
months had been finally put behind him; as though some
crushing weight, only now noticeable by its absence, had
lifted. Benny, who had at times found herself actively loathing
this coldly calculating, cruelly manipulative and fundamentally



inhuman being, was once again slightly surprised at the
depth of affection she felt for this small, lively and somewhat
clownish man.

But it was an edgy feeling, she realized. The sense of
something other and alien was always there, amongst other
things -indeed, she thought, the Doctor's myriad aspects and
attributes seemed almost infinitely malleable, some receding
into the background while others came to the fore to deal with
whatever circumstance required them. The man who sat
now, regarding the world in general with good-humoured
interest, seemed, as it were, to be a kind of personality
default-setting - but just how much of this was artifice? To
what extent did he actively control the perceptions of those
around him? What crawling and gut-wrenching horrors would
you actually see if you stripped away the levels of deception
and misdirection and looked at him with a...?

(And just what had exactly had she been thinking about
now? Oh well. Probably nothing important.)

This is all very pleasant,' the Doctor said thoughtfully,
'‘but do you know what we really need? What we need, |
think, is a proper break. No involvement, no meddling, no
saving the universe from the fetid and unending night. The
Fate of the Universe can damn well look out for itself for a

change. It's big enough and old enough, after all...!

As though resolving upon a sudden, the Time Lord
waved a pontificatory finger. 'Carpe diem, | cry, For the
moment, anyway. Wherever we take the TARDIS next, | say
hang the spring-cleaning! We could all of us do with a little
messing around in boats.’

— T T

Roslyn Forrester, Adjudicator ex-Century Thirty and currently
having several fundamental problems with her jurisdiction,
sat on the raft and stared moodily into the depths of a pool
where piebald, luminescent goldfish swam.



From somewhere behind her, through ferrangeous
mismatched jungle vegetation, wafted the sounds of muted
conversation and the scratchy, phonetically recorded strains
of some congenitally endocephalic inbred deviant -strumming
frantically on some stringed instrument and gurgling happily
about how he derived a great deal of pleasure from riding in
something called the TT Race ('l had a friend who tried to
enter Douglas once, but apparently it's illegal.' Incredibly Bad
Jokes from the Twentieth Century, ed. Professor Bernice
Summerfield. No. 15,457) and there didn't seem to be any
way of stopping him.

She sighed and tapped ash from her small black blended
Cuban-leaf and Lebanese Gold cigar into the crystal-clear
water, where it was promptly eaten by a fish entwined with a
purple tracery like flashing neon, and which would have been
quite beautiful had the tracery not in fact spelt out: EAT AT

UTHERBOTHAM'S HYGIENIC AND INEXPENSIVE FRIED
FISH EMPORIUM.

The fish spluttered violently, spat out a small subaquatic
cloud of partially dissolved ash and looked up at her with the
sort of pained ex