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Perched on his discojet, the man seemed very frail, insignificant amid the immense waves—some of them more than fifty meters high—which threatened to engulf him at any moment. The five hundred thousand spectators installed on antigrav platforms overlooking the scene only had eyes for him. They quaked when he disappeared into a foaming roller, and released loud exclamations when he surged forth from the billows and at every acrobatic figure he contrived. Their clamor was so intense that it almost succeeded in drowning out the tumult of the raging storm. All the conditions had been set in order that this nineteenth renewal of the Interstellar Discosurf Championships might be the most spectacular possible; the storm could only swell the legendary tides of the planet Marinopolis, which had no equal anywhere in the galaxy.
The public, perfectly protected by the repulsive magnetic bubbles englobing each of the platforms, were in no danger of being subjected to the squalls of icy rain that were coming down everywhere else. Some spectators were equipped with powerful opera-glasses, others followed every one of the feats of the arena’s favorite, Burt Foster, with the aid of giant holoprojections a few hundred meters from the platforms. Several drone-cams hovered around the champion, transmitting their images in real time.
Burt was entranced. For as long as he could remember, he had always had a particular affinity with the ocean. Without even seeing it he could sense the surge of water which had gathered insidiously beneath his discojet, ready to break around him and enclose him like some giant fist.
He waited for the right moment.
His discojet began to rise up on the gradually-gathering liquid wall, too slowly as yet to escape the ineluctable icy grip. The spectators on the platforms held their breath. A fall in the icy and turbulent water of the Great Ocean—thus named because it covered 95% of the planet’s surface—was rarely forgiven. The corpses of numerous competitors in previous versions of the event had provided meals for the denizens of the deep.
Burt appeared to be unconcerned about that. At the crucial moment, just before his body was about to present its back horizontally to the ocean, the pressure of his heel gave a command to the discojet. The suddenly-compressed microreactors catapulted him above the wave. The gravimetric system incorporated into the device ensured that it would remain welded to his feet come what may.
With Belbegger—one of the two moons responsible for the Great Ocean’s gigantic tides, the other being Triton—and its impressive brown craters for a backcloth, Burt executed several back-somersaults, and then spiraled down again. While he set himself to alight on the surface he had time to think that the drones’ footage would surely be splendid. A fraction of a second was sufficient for him to choose a wave inclined at an angle that would permit him to make contact quite gently.
His discojet had scarcely touched the wave when a Crusher rose up the surface, its vast mouth open to swallow him. Its redoubtable molars justified its name; the vermiform marine monster was bringing them together much too quickly, an inexorable trap. Up above, a part of the crowd seemed to be seized by collective hysteria. Burt lay down on his board, swerving violently. He re-established his equilibrium and continued his course in the opposite direction, drawing away from the giant sea-serpent. The latter, disappointed, emitted a series of discordant stridulations before submerging, not to reappear again. The crowd applauded.
A new giant wave, at least thirty meters in height, seemed intent on devastating everything in its path. Burt steered towards the hollow in its heart and began to climb it diagonally.
Suddenly, a stalactite of ice crystallized above him, its point as sharp as a scalpel’s, then fell away. He avoided it without difficulty, but others were forming and beginning to fall with an increasingly-insistent cadence, obliging him to slalom at top speed.
That confirms that the subroutines have been activated. What program the cyberoperator has concocted for me remains to be seen.
The cyberoperator was the android responsible for the sequence of holographic projections, such as the rain of ice that was descending upon him at present. The deluge was no more real than the Crusher, but if the drone-cams detected any contact between one of the holo-creations and him the run would be immediately concluded—as had already happened to fifteen other competitors participating in this final.
Burt utilized the entire spectrum of his artistry to pass between the icy spikes. He was not yet out of the woods, though. His finest reflexes and his capacity for extraordinary improvisation were necessary to leap over the tongues of fire that suddenly sprang up from the billows, aimed directly at him. The ocean, always hectic, made the exercise even more perilous.
The exultant crowd became delirious.
All his muscles were hurting, especially those in his legs, which were under torture. He had already got further than any of the other competitors when the minitornadoes appeared. Evading their unpredictable trajectory required a perfect coordination of movements—and a healthy dose of luck. Yet again he allowed himself to be guided by his instinct, and succeeded in avoiding them.
The silhouette of a dragon then detached itself from the clouds. Its massive body, covered in green scales, its mouth, furnished with yellow fangs glistening in a quasi-supernatural manner, and its red-irised eyes, with black pupils imprinted with malice, were all so realistic that the youngest spectators began to scream, overcome by terror. The creature described an arc before spitting several times in the direction of its victim, ejecting a first series of compact fire-balls.
Burt used the waves as a rampart, hurtling through the hollows, abruptly changing his direction, using all the mobility that his discojet could offer to escape the holo-projectiles. The dragon skimmed the surface, releasing a second series of fireballs. When it saw that it had missed its target again, it set about stirring the waves furiously with its tail, trying all the while to get closer.
Burt summoned his last reserves of strength and brought the ultimate resources of his ability into play, delaying the end for as long as possible. Exhausted, he was about to admit defeat when a new liquid wall rose up. The dragon could do nothing to avoid it and was engulfed, while the public cheered.
A voice on a speaker announced the end of the run. Without delay, Burt engaged his basal propellers in order to gain height and land on the antigrav platform where the other contestants and the podium were.
“And here comes our winner, Burt….”
“Foster!” the crowd joined in, emphatically.
“Winner for the ninth consecutive time of the Electrotech Interstellar Discosurf Championships!”
A great clamor, accompanied by thunderous applause, punctuated these final words, pronounced by a man of short stature with a bald head and a well-rounded paunch.
Burt climbed up to the top step of the podium and lifted his arms skywards. His tanned and well-built body stood out clearly against the sky, and numerous spectators were able to see that he was much shorter than most of the other competitors. He had pale blond hair but there was, at least, nothing artificial about his relaxed attitude.
The sky became the theatre of a magnificent nanotech firework display, and the awards ceremony got under way. Everyone was rewarded. When Burt’s turn came and he received his trophy, a platinum cup around which wound a Slamtchin—a kind of sea-serpent with a dolphin’s head—a similar creature materialized in the air. It coiled itself around Burt, then morphed immediately afterwards to take the form of the letters E-L-E-C-T-R-O-T-E-C-H. Holo-projections reminiscent of Montgolfier balloons appeared simultaneously above each of the antigrav platforms on which the spectators were accommodated. On their fluorescent colored gasbags, each bearing the Slamtchin logo, words were distinctly legible: Give your future a direction. Choose Electrotech, the safest energy on the market: the energy of today and tomorrow. A suave feminine voice murmured the same words.
At the foot of the podium, the speaker handed a microphone to Burt, who leaned over to take it. When he began to speak his voice resounded everywhere at the same time, considerably amplified. “First of all, I’d like to thank my sponsor, Electrotech, without whom these nineteenth interstellar championships would never have taken place here….”
There followed a long series of thanks, which took in his trainer, the members of his family and the public.
He came down from the podium, bowing to the crowd. The speaker approached him for an interview. “You have a physique that’s the envy of everyone in the world, Burt. What do you use to get such a perfect shave?”
“I use Modulotronic—the razor that adapts itself to any sort of face.”
The balloons in front of the spectators were replaced by magnified representations of a sort of titanium mask, whose appearance changed, alternately evoking all the different hair-bearing intelligent species in the galaxy. The suave feminine voice repeated the slogan pronounced by Burt several times over.
“And what’s the label on that costume you’re wearing, which sends all the women wild?” The speaker pointed to the piece of synthetic silk which provided strictly minimal cover, on which the winner’s forename could be read.
“It isn’t the costume that sends the women wild—it’s what I’ve got inside it.”
Laughter burst out in the crowd. Burt smiled, showing all his teeth, but the speaker looked at him in annoyance.
“I’m wearing a Soy’nu,” he said, finally. “Absolute comfort in any circumstances!” Masculine and feminine undergarments were substituted for the Modulotronics, and the feminine voice repeated the formula recited by Burt.
“Tell me, how are you getting home?”
“I’m piloting my Speeddevil, of course! Speeddevil, the fastest and safest Amphijet in the system!” A luxurious amphibious vehicle materialized, some fifteen meters broad, furnished with two enormous propellers and an antigrav system. It began to circulate between the platforms at top speed.
“Thank you, Burt.”
*
Elongated jetbuses approached the platforms and were moored in rear. An uninterrupted stream of bipeds—mostly humans, but including Circanians with rugose yellow hides, a few Kual’Thur with long rigid limbs and Azal’nams in their sleek atmosphere-suits—flowed into their interior.
After getting dressed, Burt used his P-com to call Jenkins, the grey-haired android tutor his father had provided for him when he was a child, and who had served him faithfully ever since. Soon, an Amphijet identical to the one whose promotion he had ensured came to a halt in front of him.
Once he was comfortably installed aboard he ordered his servant to fly above the clouds, avoiding atmospheric perturbations so far as possible. It had been a good day—excellent, even—but his limbs were worn out.
The game was worth the candle, though. At the moment when he had carried off the championship, his bank account had accrued five million credits—sufficient to insure his old age against all eventualities.
He seized a pager from a drawer underneath his banquette and began searching its memory. Several messages were waiting, but he paid no attention to them. The face of a young woman appeared each time he touched the relevant icon. There was Brenda, Lucy, Shanon, Vanessa, Rachel, the Aznéter sisters, Daphne, Zayna, Milène…the list went on, until he was unable to recognize the names or the faces. Some of them had probably got into his database to insert themselves into it. His most enthusiastic fans would undoubtedly not hesitate to make use of the services of a professional hacker for that purpose, if they had the means.
Without exception, everyone who had called him, whoever she might be, would gladly agree to cancel her other appointments to spend the evening in his company. But which should he choose?
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