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PART ONE
REDEl s of
Cl USTER
1
The ewat cher anong the rocks had not noticed the point of |ight when it had
first appeared, high in the pale yellow sky. Only when it had fallen further
enl arging, brightening, did the watcher's one huge eye glinpse it.
The watcher's six arnms halted their activity. Wthin its cold brain nessages
were relayed and received. Silently it noved backwards, into a shadowed cl eft
anong the rocks, its eye fixed unblinkingly on the hurtling object in the sky.
In seconds the object revealed itself as a netal capsule, man-sized and
coffin-shaped. It fell bathed in fire as the atnosphere flared along its mnetal
skin. And it fell with a high-pitched how as its small retro rockets cut in,
slowing its plunge - and at | ast depositing it with a bunmp and a slide anong
t he rocks.
It was a standard escape capsule, in use on many of the spacecraft in the
I nhabited Wrlds. It had a tiny power supply, enough for sone gui dance
control, for its retros and for a continuous "Mayday* broadcast while in
flight. It was a spaceman's |ast resort when his ship was dangerously
mal f uncti oni ng, beyond repair.
The capsule cane to rest less than a hundred netres fromthe watcher. The
great eye observed steadily as a seamopened in the capsule's hull, parting it



into two halves. Fromwithin it, as if hatching froman egg, a spacesuited nan
emer ged.

The man unfastened his hel met and took a deep, grateful breath of the cold
air, then began to peel off the spacesuit, indifferent to the biting wind that
swirled and nmoaned around him He was a tall, |lean young nan with a
strong-boned face, wearing what seened to be a uniform- dark-

grey tunic and close-fitting trousers tucked into boots. On the cuffs of the
tunic were flashes and stripes of colour, and a sky-blue circlet decorated the
upper chest. The sanme circlet appeared on the spacesuit helnet, and on the
open and now usel ess capsul e.

The man fol ded the spacesuit into a manageabl e bundle with the hel nret and
breat hi ng pack, then straightened, studying his surroundings. It was an
uninviting | andscape of dark, bare rock, so ridged and creased and corrugated
that, from above, it would look like badly crunpled cloth. Mich of the rock
was di scol oured with broad smears of a substance that gl eamed a sickly bl ue
under the pale sun.

Yet, for all its disnmal appearance, it was a place with an oxygen atnosphere,
able to support human life - even if not confortably. If the man fromthe
capsul e had been an ordinary spaceman, who had ejected froma crippled ship,
he coul d have counted hinsel f | ucky.

But luck had nothing to do with it. His ship was intact -orbiting in deep
space, under the guidance of the nost unusual pilot in the Inhabited Wrlds.
And the man fromthe capsul e was no ordi nary spaceman.

He was Keill Randor, the sole survivor of a race of people who had once been

t he gal axy's nost renowned and nost suprenely skilled fighting force - the
Legi ons of the planet Mbros.

And he had chosen to | and as he had done for a purpose - as part of a task he
had to acconplish in this bl eak place.

As his gaze swept across his surroundi ngs, he caught a glint of metal deep in
a shadowed deft. He noved closer, warily - and saw t he wat cher

And he knew that his task had begun

The watcher was a robot - a work-robot, he recognized, probably with a linited
programe and no decision faculties. Its body was w de and pyram d- shaped,
with a low centre of gravity to keep it upright on tough terrain. It had six
arnms -
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flexible, whippy tentacles of netal - with tools on their extrenmties, mning
tools like drills, scoops, pincer-like grabs. Surnounting the body, some two
nmetres fromthe ground, was a scanner "eye" - which relayed pictures to

screens that humans woul d nonitor

The robot nmoved slowy out fromthe shadow, rolling on heavy, rubbery treads
that made its advance eerily silent.

Kei |l Randor stood still, watchful but relaxed, fairly sore that the heavy
robot was no danger to him

But he was | ess sure of his safety when, |ooking up, he saw two human figures
who had appeared on a nearby rise, with old-fashioned |aserifles held ready in
t hei r hands.

The smaller of the two figures waved an armin a beckoning gesture. Keil

gat hered up his spacesuit and obeyed, nmoving with sure-footed, athletic speed
up the uneven sl ope.

Both of the others wore hooded, one-piece coveralls, shiny and nmetallic, and
probably thernmally controlled. Garnents |ike them were comonpl ace on nany

pl anets in the Inhabited Wrlds. And the snaller of the two was a woman, for
the coverall did nothing to hide the shapeliness of her figure —no nore than
it bid the bulk and rmuscle of her taller conpanion

As Keill drew near, he saw an open, balloon-wheel ed ground-car - of a nake

al nost as out-of-date as the laserifles -standing a short distance beyond the
two figures. He also saw the bulky man swing the rifle to fix its ugly nuzzle
on his chest.

But the worman nerely | ooked hi mup and down, then nodded. She had | arge, dark



eyes in a delicately oval face, but they held an expression of cool and
conpetent authority.

*We picked up your mayday," she said. *My nane's Joss -this is Goll."

*Keill Randor. Thanks for com ng out" He glanced briefly at the rifle held by
the bigger man. "No need for that - I'mnot arned.”

ePrecautions,” the woman said. "You' ve dropped into the mddle of a war."

i know," Keill said. "That's why |I'mhere." As the wonan rai sed her eyebrows,
he added, i heard some news about trouble here on the Quster, and thought I
could find work. But my ship's drive overloaded and | had to cone the rest of
the way in the capsule."

The wonman call ed Joss studied himcuriously. "Wrk? Are you sone sort of
sol di er ?*

' Sonme sort."
'Mercenary!" spat the big man named G- oD, a sneer on his coarse-featured face
Keill | ooked at himcoldly. "Nothing wong with being a nmercenary - dependi ng

on who you fight for, and why."

Goll was about to reply when the woman silenced himw th a gesture. "You'd
better come and talk to the Council," she said thoughtfully, notioning to the
ground- car.

The vehicl e was not only ol d-fashioned but old. Its drive stuttered and
bel l owed, its body rattled with every bunp, and there was a bunp every few
centimetres. Conversation would have been inpossible even if the biting w nd
had not snatched words away from nmouths. So Keill sat back, staring out at the
di smal vista of blue-sneared rock, wapping hinmself in his thoughts.

He knew a good deal about this place where he had | anded - nore than he woul d
admt to its people. He had conme as prepared as possible, yet ahead of him
remai ned a huge range of unknowns, of questions and nysteries. He would have
to deal with themas they cane up, while posing as a wecked spaceman, a
drifter, a soldier of fortune.

If they accepted him his task would be that nmuch easier. If not... then his
ship and its strange pilot were near enough to scoop himup if he ran into
dangers that even he could not overcone. So he was not al one.

Certainly not as alone as he once had been, totally, over-

whel mi ngly, when he had | earned that he was the only living remant of an
entire race of people. A race that had been deliberately, inhumanly, mnurdered.
At the time, he had not expected to feel that nind-nunbing |oneliness for

I ong. The deadly radiation that had envel oped his world, the planet Mros, had
brushed |ighdy against him enough to plant a slow death within him He had
set out then, alone, with a steely determnation, to use what tinme he had |eft
to find out who had destroyed his world, and why.

But he had been diverted. And bis life had been altered in ways that he would
once have thought beyond belief.

He had been gathered up by a group of strange, elderly scientists, brilliant
beyond the | evel of genius, whom he had cone to know as the "Overseers'. In
their secret base, hidden within a small, uncharted asteroid, he had been

cured of the radiation's lethal effects - and had |learned the truth behind the
nmur der of Moros.

The Overseers, tirelessly keeping watch over the Inhabited Wrlds with uncanny
nmoni tori ng devi ces, had di scovered the existence of a mysterious bei ng who was
the single nost malignant danger to the well-being of the unsuspecting gal axy.
Knowing little el se about this being - neither where, nor what, nor who he was
- they had given hima name of their own: the Warlord.

But the Overseers at |east knew the intentions of the Warlord. He was sendi ng
out em ssaries and agents to spread the infection of war throughout the gal axy
- to set nation against nation, race against race, planet against planet

Until, if he had his way, all the Inhabited Wrlds would be ablaze with an
ultimate wax - and the Warlord would be waiting to emerge and rul e what ever
was |l eft after that final catastrophe.

It was the Warlord, the Overseers were sure, who had destroyed Moros - before
the Legions too could learn of his existence, and turn their mght against



hi m

So the Overseers had sought and found Keill Randor, the

| ast | egionary - and probably the nost skilled fighting man in the gal axy,

whet her piloting his one-person space fighter or in individual, hand-to-hand
conbat. They wanted Keill to be tbeir em ssary - to go to worlds where they
suspected the Warlord' s influence was at work, and there to | earn nore about
hi m and wherever possible to thwart his plans.

Keill had agreed - for the fight against the Warlord was his fight, too,

agai nst the nurderer of Moros. But when he had left the secret asteroid to
begin that fight, he had | eft considerably changed.

For one thing, the Overseers" scientific genius had not nmerely heal ed hi m of
the radiation's effects. That deadliness had settled in Keill's bones - so the
Overseers had replaced his entire skeletal structure, with a unique organic
alloy. It was stronger and nore resilient than even the toughest netal. As far
as the nost demanding tests showed, it was unbreakabl e.

And for another thing, his loneliness had ended. On the asteroid he had nmet an
alien visitor - an intelligent being from anot her gal axy, for there were no
intelligent life-fornms other than man within the Inhabited Wrlds.

Gr was the name of the alien, a female of a race called the Ehrlil - a race
of long-lived explorers of the unfathomable intergal actic spaces, a race of
smal I, wi nged bei ngs who comuni cated telepathically. Ar herself, Keill soon

found, had special qualities of her own - anong them a boundl ess curiosity and
an unquenchabl e sense of hunour.

A r becanme Keill's friend and compani on when he left the Overseers" asteroid.
Now she was at the controls of his ship, imensely distant, yet in contact
with his mnd through her tel epathic power, which had no limts in space. She
was also his only link with the Overseers - for they had kept the position of

the asteroid a secret even fromKeill, for fear that he might fall into the
hands of their eneny, the Warlord, and be forced to betray them
Keill and A r had already had one encounter with forces of

the Warl ord, and had defeated them And in doing so Keill had | earned a

val uabl e fact. The Warlord's nost inportant agents were organized into a
special elite force, whose | eader was known only as "The One'. Many of its
menbers cane fromthe Altered Wrlds, planets where nutations had taken place
anong the human inhabitants. But all of the nenbers of that force, nmutants or
not, were skilled and powerful, and as malignantly evil as their Master. The
nature of that force was revealed by its nane - the Deat hw ng

Beneath him the ground-car's runble altered, jolting Keill out of his
menories. The big man called Goll, at the controls, had been guiding it
through a wi nding series of gullies and | ow ravines. Now he had ained it
towards a low, fiat slope, increasing its power. The wheel s skidded slightly
on the smeared bl ue substance, and Keill glanced down at it.

It was, he knew, a sinple lichenous formof vegetation. It was al so why he was
there.

Because of that harmless lichen, war was brewing in this cold, rocky place. A
war that showed all the signs of the insidious, poisonous influence of the
War | or d.

Whi ch neant that somewhere, sonetime - perhaps very soon - Keill Randor would
once again cone face to face with the Deat hwi ng.

The ground-car roared up to the top of the |low ridge, and had begun its plunge
down the far slope when Groll urgently brought it to a jerking, sliding halt.
Beyond the foot of the slope, froma broad, |ow area |like a vast shall ow basin
wi dun the rocks, rose a nassive structure. It was cylindrical and flat-topped,
resenbl i ng an enornous drum - sone eight storeys high, with a frontage at

| east three hundred nmetres wi de. Wndows gl eaned at regular intervals inits
sturdy plasticrete walls, and at its base, between huge supporting buttresses,
were wi de openings that were nore |ike |oading bays than doorways.

On top of the building was a | andi ng pad for spacecraft, on which was resting
t he bul bous oval shape of a cargo shuttle ship. Around the edge of the roof
was a series of unsightly hunmps that Keill recognized as reinforced gun



enpl acenent s.

The weapons within them were heavy-duty |aser cannon. And they were firing.
The buil di ng was under attack.

H gh in the yellow sky a silvery dart-shape veered and pl unged. A one- or
two- person fighter, Keill saw, with what seened to be a skilled hand at the
controls - and with nore advanced weaponry than the out-dated |asers of the
defenders. It was the crackling blast of an ion-energy gun that spat fromthe
sl ender ship's nose as it dived towards the huge buil di ng.

Gobs of molten plasticrete exploded fromthe flat roof, w thin dangerous
nmetres of the exposed shuttle ship. The silvery shape flashed over, curving
and zi g-zagging, while the |laser cannon hissed and flared, the bright beamns
slashing in vain through the sky around the attacker

Then the pilot of the gleanmng ship pulled it around in a tight loop, on to a

di fferent course. Sonething had attracted his eye. Sonething like ... a
ground-cat in full view on a nearby rocky sl ope.

"get out of here!" Keill shouted, as the slim nenaci ng shape arrowed towards
t hem

Goll dragged brutally at the car's controls, to force it back over the
protecting lip of the ridge. But the elderly drive sputtered and hi ccoughed,
and the wheels slid beneath it.

Above them the attacking ship swooped for the kill

Goll yelled with fear, trying to scranble free of the car, ignoring Joss, who
seemed frozen, unable to nove.

But Keill Randor was a |l egionary of Moros - his reflexes, his nuscles, his
entire physique honed by a lifetime's training to a degree beyond nost nen's
i magi ni ng.

In the fractional instant before flame bl ossomed fromthe ship's forward gun
he had grasped the back of Joss's coverall,
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braced hinsel f, and flung her one-handed out of the open car, spraw ing and
tunmbl ing down the slope, And in a foll owthrough to the sanme notion, he dived
headl ong after her.

Behind them the entire slope seened to erupt in a vol canic explosion of fire
and shattered rock.

2

The tunbling slide of Joss and Keill, over the greasy blue lichen, had ended
in a shallow deft in the rock - where they crouched while rock fragnents,
molten or splintered, hurtled around them So they arose unharned when the
attacki ng ship had swept upwards after its pass at them and vani shed.

Above them the ground-car lay tilted crazily, the front end tearing up
crushed and snoki ng. The energy blast had struck just in front of it, but

cl ose enough to weck it beyond repair -and to have killed any occupants.
Joss rubbed a grazed el bow, showing through a rent in her coverall's sleeve,

and | ooked at Keill with new interest. "Thanks for that. You're stronger than
you | ook."
Keill shrugged. "It's nore bal ance and | everage."

"Perhaps. But | don't know many who coul d have done that.'
sl ope. "Not even him"

Beyond the shattered car, the huge figure of Goll lay, stirring slightly. The
force of the blast had flung himup the 6lope - but he had been far enough to
one side to escape the full inpact. As they watched, he struggled slowy to
hands and knees, shaking his head dazedly.

Motioning to Keill, Joss started up the slope towards Goll - while in the

di stance, fromthe openings at the base of the m ghty building, a crowd of
peopl e were surging out on to the rock

In no tine anot her ground-car had thundered up on to the slope and gat hered
them up. As they roared back down, Keill glanced over at Joss, seated beside
him Her hood had been pushed back, and her thick dark hair flowed free in the
wi nd.
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She pointed up the



She seened nore excited than distressed by the narrow escape from danger - her
eyes were sparkling, her fine-featured face glowi ng, and her snile as she
turned towards Keill was

radi ant .

She | eaned forward and put her lips to his ear. That's Honme," she shouted
above the car's roar, pointing to the building that was | oom ng ever closer
"Where the Clusterfol k

live."

Kei Il blinked. "AH of then®"

"all." She nodded, her smile w dening. Keill grinned back in return - but the
grin faded slightly when he caught the edge of a look fromGoll, in the front

seat. It was a look filled with a sullen, brooding dislike.

The big man had suffered no serious harm- but now he was clearly feeling that
he had been shown up sonehow, out on the slope. Keill sighed inwardly. Not an
i deal start CQut of two people, he had made one friend, one eneny.

But, glancing at the lovely wonan beside him he was just as glad it hadn't
wor ked out the other way round.

He settled back for the rest of the ride. As he did so, another thought forned
within him But it was not one of his own. It was the silent, inner voice of
@r, reaching into his mnd.

| take it you are still alive, said the alien voice with an edge of sarcasm
despite all the alarnms | sensed in jour mind just now.
Keill began forming a silent reply, sorting through the events since his

| andi ng. He had no telepathic ability, but @r could reach into bis mnd and
pi ck up sonme of his thoughts.

More clarity, nudhead\ scol ded the inner voice.

Keill's nouth quirked in a private smle. For Ar, nobst human m nds were too
alien to read, too rmuch a clutter of swirling, overlapping, junbled thoughts
and images - thick mud, Gr called it. She could read only surface thoughts
and in only a few nmnds - those that could formtheir thoughts
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cleatly and precisely, |ike unspoken words.

So Keill gathered his concentration, and related to A r what had happened
since his | anding.

Then the war down there, seens well under way, dr comrented when he was done
"So it seens," Keill agreed.

Andjou are still going to revealjourselfas a | egionary?

"it's the best way, as | said before,"” Keill replied."1/ should help to ease
some suspicion.”

But if there is a Deathwi ng agent there, Ar said worriedly, you will be in
grave danger from the outset.

"i've already been in danger? Keill said. "I didn't come here to avoid
danger. "

He felt the ground-car slow ng, and | ooked up to see that they were
approachi ng one of the doorways at the base of the huge building. "Enough for
now - we've arrived."

Be wary, said Ar. Then her voice withdrew, as the cat stopped

The crowd surged forward round the vehicle, in a clanour of shouted concern
and questions. As they clinbed out of the car, Joss held up a hand, and the
babbl e qui et ened.

"You'll hear all about it later,
meet . "

"They're al ready gat hered, Joss,
the nmeetin" room"

She waved her thanks with a smle, and Keill noted again the calmair of
authority that she wore, and the admiring deference in the faces of the crowd
around her - as obvious as the open curiosity with which they stared at him
Then she was taking his arm and | eading himthrough the cromd into the
building, with Goll lunmbering stolidly in their wake.

They entered a broad, |owceilinged area where a nunber of other ground-cars

she called. "R ght now the Council has to

shouted a voice fromanong the throng. "In



were parked, with a few people and sone
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of the six-armed work-robots nmoving anmong them Beyond this area they passed

t hrough a doorway into a long, low brightly Iit corridor, with nore doorways
and intersecting passages along its |ength.

The interior of the Hone seened cheerful but alnost entirely functional, the
bright plastic of its walls only rarely interrupted by nmetal or ceramic
designs. And the people that Keill glinpsed through the doorways, or passed in
the corridor, seened equally functional in their shiny coveralls -though al
had time to call a friendly greeting to Joss, and to peer curiously at Keill
"how many are there ?" Keill asked.

*The Clusterfolk ? Six hundred and forty-one."

"Make it forty-two," Keill said, and was pleased when her smile glinted.

But it seemed a | aughably small nunber of people, he thought, to go to war

agai nst a worl d.

At the corridor's end they stepped on to a noving wal kway, rising upwards,
twi ni ng round a descendi ng wal kway to nake a double spiral. It took them
rapidly up to the topnost |evel, where they foll owed another broad corridor to
its end. G eanm ng netal double doors stood cl osed before them

Joss let her hand rest lightly on Keill's arm "WII| you wait here while

speak with the Council? Just a few nonments. And Goll—= she glanced at the big
man "—you too."

"are you a Councillor ?" Keill asked her

"one of several. You'll nmeet them" Her smile flashed, and she turned away.
When t he doubl e doors had cl osed behind her Keill |eaned back against the wall

of the corridor, patient, relaxed. He knew that Goll was glowering in his
direction, and had no doubt that the big man had sonmething to say. He did not
have to wait |ong.

"Reckon you're a spy, that's what," Goll runbled aggressively. "Dirty Veynaan
spy. "

Keill said nothing. Veynaa, he knew, was the |arge nei ghbouring planet on
which the Quster's six hundred fol k had declared war. It was not surprising
that a Clusterman mght be wary of spies. O perhaps Goll nmerely had an

i gnorant man's aversion to strangers.

Then again, there mght be something nmore to the big man's hostility.
Sonet hi ng deeper and nore deadly. It night be worthwhile, Keill thought, to
stir himup a little and see what emerged.

"got nothin" to say?" Goll sneered, stepping closer
Keill | ooked at himw thout expression. "I'll say this,'
"You' ve managed sonething | didn't think possible.”

A puzzled frown winkled doll's brow *Wassat?" he demanded suspi ci ously.

'"To be even stupider than you | ook."

Goll was fairly fast for a man of his bulk. H's knotted fist swung wi thout
warning in a savage, clubbing punch

It was a grave mistake - but Goll did not have time to realize it. He did not
even have tine to register that the punch had mi ssed, that Keill had swayed
aside just far enough

Then Keill struck him twi ce, his hands blurring past any eye's ability to
follow their speed. He struck with fingertips . only, not wishing to kill, the
fingers of one hand jabbing deep into Goll's bulging belly, those of the
other hand driving into the small of Goll's back as the first bl ow doubl ed

hi m over. The second inpact and Goll's own inpetus sent the big man | urching
forward, his head neeting the hard plastic wall with a neaty thud.

As the unconscious bulk of Goll slid to the floor, a sound behind Keil
brought his head round. Joss was standing franed in the open doubl e doors,
staring w de-eyed.

"Sorry," Keill said. "He got a little... aggressive."

"he usually does." For all her surprise, she did not seem perturbed, Keil

saw, and she hardly spared a glance for the

is

he replied flatly.



fallen GolL Tfou'te a very unusual man. | could barely see you nove."

Keill waited, saying nothing.

She smled quickly, stepping aside. "You'd better come and nmeet the others."
t he room beyond the doors was sizeable, but no I ess functional than the other
parts of the building Keill had seen. It was domi nated by a long, |ow table,
behi nd which stood a few netal cabinets and some standard equi prent i ncl udi ng
a conputer outlet and a holo-tape viewer. But Keill's attention was on the
four people at the table.

Two were ol der men, grey-haired and stringy. Athird was an equally
grey-haired woman, but heavy-bodied, with a cheerful ruddy face and bri ght
eyes. The fourth was a younger nan, tall, dark-haired, with a narrow intense
face. They all wore variants of the shiny coverall favoured by the
Cluster-folk; there were no signs of rank or authority.

"The Council of the Cduster,"” Joss said formally as they approached the table.
"This is Shalet, Council |eader," she went on, indicating the big grey-haired
worman. "This is Fillon." The young, thin-faced man. "And this is Bennen, and
Eint." The two ol der nen.

Keill nodded to themall agreeably, but had not m ssed the subtle ordering of
the introductions. It was the | eader, Shalet, and Fillon who - besides Joss
herself - were the inportant nenbers of this Council.

There was a brief silence while the five inspected Keill and he studied them
Keill broke it first. "I'mKeill Randor. Joss will have told you how | cane
here, and why | was conming in the first place.”

"She did,"” Shalet replied in a resonant baritone. "Says you're a professiona
sol dier."

Keill smiled wyly. "Mercenary was G oil's word."

Shal et shrugged beefy shoulders. "Don't matter. Joss says you're pretty good.
Saved her life - we got to thank you for

t hat *
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"and Goil just found out," Joss put in, Tiow good he is."

One of the old nen |l eaned forward." Y* nean big Goll got nasty, and you're

still standin" ?" He shook his head wonder-ingly. "You' re nore'n pretty good,
boy. "

*Where'd you learn soldierin" ?" Shal et asked.

Kei |l had been expecting the question. "On the planet Mros," he said |l evelly.

Above the mutters of surprise, Fillon's snort of derision tang out. "The

Legi ons?" There was an edge of a sneer on the narrow face. "They died out, not
so | ong ago. Everybody knows that'

Ter haps some survived," Joss said softly.

"one did, anyway," Keill said. He slipped a hand into his tunic, and took out
a disc fastened to a thin chain. Around the edge of the disc was the sane bl ue
circlet as on bis uniform and within the ring of blue was a tiny, colour

hol o-pic of Keill's face, with details of his nane and rank, emnbedded deep in
the plastic "This is a Legion ID, if it means anything to you."

"Does to ne, boy," said the older nman named Rint. "Seen "em before, on the
vid. Uniformtoo, now | recollect.*

Fillon snorted again. "So you're a | egionary turned nercenary?"

"My people are dead, and | have to earn mnmy keep," Keill said quietly. "It's
the only work | know "

"and how do we know," Fillon snapped, "that you didn't hire out to Veynaa,
first ?"

Keill allowed a puzzled expression to formon his face, and Shalet saw it.
*Veynaa's the planet we're at war with," she expl ai ned. Then she turned
impatiently to Fillon. "And you know better'n that about the Legions. Never
fought in an unjust war. If they was around, they'd likely fight for us, if we
could afford "em Spyin" wasn't their trade, neither."

"it still isn"t,"” Keill said firnly.

TU need nore than words,"” Fillon sneered, "to convince

Shal ct sl apped a broad hand on the table. "Not ne 1li get a eood feeling from



you, Randor. Reckon the Custer could do vith a fightin" man |ike you."

*Don't be naive," Fillon objected. "He coul d be dangerous 1'

"Course he could 1" Shalet boonmed. If he's the only |legionary left, maybe he's
t he nost dangerous man around! So let himjoin us, an" be dangerous to Veynaa

W can tell "emwe got two weapons..."

"Shalet 1" Joss broke in sharply.

"oh, right - sorry." Shal et subsided. "Anyway, what's the decision?"
Fillon stood up abruptly, eyes burning. i tell you this man shoul d be kept
under guard, till we're sure of himl'

"an" how re we gonna be sure ?" Shal et asked.

"Wait till Quern gets backl" Fillon snapped. "Quern will know. "

The others all began tal king at once, but Joss's clear voice sliced through

t he hubbub. "If Keill Randor had been | ocked up earlier today," she said, "I
woul d be dead."

" True enough," Shal et agreed. "But maybe Fillon's got a point. Wuldn't hurt
to wait till Quern can have a talk with him" She glanced around, the two old
men nodding in agreement. "Right - let's be fair. Randor, | don't think nyself
you got anythin" t" do with Veynaa, but we can't take chances. You can be free
to come and go as you like around the Home, but there's gotta be someone with
you all the tinme. An" we'll talk about it again when Quern's back. Al right
o

Keill glanced at Joss, who | ooked sympathetic, then at Fillon, who | ooked

annoyed. "If that's what you want," he said calmy

"Reckon it won't be so bad," Shalet added with a broad grin, "if Joss

vol unteers to keep an eye on yV

i will,"” Joss said readily. Then she grinaced down at her torn coverall. "But

first I need to change."
Then while Joss is prettyin” herself," Shalet chortled, "you come on with ne,

Randor. I'Il give you a personal guided tour of the Hone."
She cl apped a powerful hand on Keill's shoul der and propelled himtowards the
door, talking boisterously. But Keill's mind was still fixed on the words that

the big woman had spoken earlier - words charged with nmenace.

Two weapons. .

On their way through the doors, Keill saw that the corridor was enpty, which
nmeant either that Goll had recovered or that he had been carried el sewhere.
In either case, Keill knew, he had stored up trouble for hinself fromthat
source. Not that one nore bit of trouble, he thought, would nake nmuch

di fference.

Preoccupi ed with such thoughts he wal ked wi th Shal et back towards the noving
wal kway and down to the |ower levels. So he was only hal f-hearing her vol uble
stream of information - much of which he had |earned earlier fromthe
Overseers, while preparing for his mission

Shal et had begun with the basic fact that the snmall planet on which they stood
was the | argest body of a collection of planetoids, asteroids and bits of
space rubbl e which had been drawn by various cosmic forces to cling together
so that the whole came to be called the CQuster

It noved through space as a single object, rotating round a conmon axis. And
the I arger bodies had, over the mllennia, developed sinple forns of life,
nostly various |ichenous grow hs including the blue substance Keill had seen
and a thin but breathabl e at mosphere.

The Cluster orbited its sun quite near, in astronomcal terms, to a |arger

pl anet When mankind's early starships had brought colonists to this system -
during the ancient M Il enniumof the Scattering which had spread man through
the gal axy - they had found the |arge planet, which they nanmed Veynaa,
suitable in every way to support human life.

They al so explored the Cluster thoroughly - with one price-ay

less result. A scientist, named Gssid, studying the blue lichen, found it to
be a rich source of an amazingly broad-. spectrumantibiotic - |which the
Veynaan col oni sts naned ossidin after its discoverer

So the colony's fortune was nade. In the centuries after the Scattering, when



t he col oni zed pl anets were form ng contacts, trading |links and so on, ossidin
proved a val uabl e resource. The Veynaans planted a small sub-col ony of workers
on the Cluster to gather the lichen and ship it back to Veynaa for processing.
And Veynaa prospered hugely on the ossidin trade.

Eventual | y, though, the people of the Cluster - never nore than a few hundred
- stopped thinking of thensel ves as Veynaans. They enlarged their central base
into the present massive structure, named it Home, and called thensel ves
Clusterfolk. And a time cane when those tough and i ndependent-m nded nmen and
worren wanted to break free of Veynaan control. They wanted to govern

t hensel ves, and to take a fairer share of the rich profits fromthe ossidin
trade.

When t he Veynaans refused, anger and unrest swept the Cluster. Relations grew
nore bitter when the Clusterfolk went on strike, refusing to ship ossidin. A
few violent attacks on visiting Veynaan officials were followed by retaliatory
raids. Unrest becane rebellion

Then recently, w thout warning, the Custerfolk had issued a threat. If their

i ndependence was not granted, they said, they would decl are war on Veynaa.

At this point Keill restored his full attention to Shalet, since the war was
why he was there. Shalet went on to say that, for a while, Veynaa had been

| eaving the Cluster nostly alone -except for occasional overflights and ninor

harassments by Veynaan ships, like the one Keill had run into that day.

"They think it's comical,"” the big woman grunbl ed, "us fol k declarin” war on
them They figure it's just a lotta noise, an" we'll cone to our senses soon."
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"Still," Keill said carefully, "it does seema fairly unequa

fight."

"Sure it does." Shalet set her jaw. *But not if we've got ourselves an
equal i zer."

Is that what you hinted at before?" Keill asked, trying to sound casual. "Sone
weapon ?"

"Sonethin" like that. But | shouldn't be talkin" about it. I'Il leave it to
Quern to tell y* about it, when he figures it's all right."

Keill paused for a nonment, so as not to seemtoo eagerly curious. "This Quern

sounds i nportant."

"he is," Shalet assured him "Been a big help to us ever since he canme. Gonna
win this war for us, Qern is."

A prenonition stirred behind Keill's calmcontrol. "Since he came ? He's not
fromthe Cluster ?" "Nope - offworlder, like you," Shalet grinned. i got the

i mpression,” Keill said lightly, "that some Custer-folk don't |ike
ofiworlders too well."

Shal et snorted. "Don't judge the Cluster fromthe likes of Goll, or Fillon
Lots of folk here are fromoffworld, come to get work before the trouble
started. Must be a hundred or so." Her |augh boormed. "Fillon hinmself, he's one
of "em an" Joss too. Al good Clusterfolk, now - even if Fillon gets a bit
prickly sometines."

Keill nodded, storing the information away. It was an interesting fact about
Fillon, though not fully explaining the young man's hostility to Keill. And
the nystery man Quern was even nore interesting..

But he knew better than to arouse suspicion by pressing Shalet with even nore
guestions. He regained his expression of polite interest as the guided tour
conti nued.

They descended at first to the lowest |levels of the great structure, where
Shal et | ed himthrough the sizeable areas where much of the work of the Hone
went on. Kcill watched the work-robots disgorge their heaps of fragnented,

['i chen-
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covered rock, which were gathered up to be powdered in m ghty machi nes and
packed into storage containers.

Shal et expl ained that the Custer was stockpiling the raw ossidin, while the
rebel l'ion continued. "Wien we're free," she said, "we'll get the stuff



processed of fplanet, and market it ourselves. An" we'll get sonme new equi prent
- not all this out-of-date stuff the Veynaans put on us. Quern's nakin" al

t he arrangenents."

"he seens to know his way around,” Keill comrented.

"quern's been a trader all over the galaxy," Shalet said proudly. "Knows nore
about trade than any of us."

Kei Il nodded, making no further comment, but addi ng another fragnent to the

nmystery of Quern
Shal et went on to describe the shipping process. An elevator, rising in a huge

vertical shaft up through the Hone, lifted the containers of raw ossidin to
the roof, to be | oaded on to the shuttles.

"you said shuttles,” Keill put in. "I saw only one."

"There're two - but Quern's got the other one. Makin" a trip," Shalet said
vaguel y.

The shuttles, she continued, carried the containers up to a giant
ultrafreighter, in a parking orbit round the Cluster. And when it was fully

| oaded, it transported the raw ossidin to be processed - to Veynaa, before the
rebel | i on.

More information for Keill to tuck away. He knew sonething of the enornous
interplanetary ultrafreighters - ten times as long as his own spaceship, and
proportionately as wide. It seemed that the Custer had everything they needed
for running the ossidin trade —once they had gai ned their independence.
Farther on among the |ower |evels, Shalet took himthrough mai ntenance areas,
wor kshops, |aboratories, clerical roons and nore. Al of these areas were
swarmng with busy Custerfolk and their robots. And everyone had a cheery
greeting for Shalet, and took time also for a careful |ook at
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Kef | accomnpani ed often enough by a friendly nod. Keill g-jjled to hinself at
the buzz of talk that arose in their wake as they continued - talk in which he
could hear the word | egi onary*. News never travels fester, he thought, than in
a dosed community.

On anot her level they glanced into a chanber full of huge tanks that produced
the basics of the Hone's food.

"food's nmostly recycled and synthetic," Shalet remarked, «but it keeps the
belly full - and keeps us goin" since Veynaa cut off supplies. There's water
under the rock outside so we could last a couple nore years, if we needed, on
our own."

*But you won't need to ?" Keill asked.

TJh-uh. We're gonna finish off the Veynaans quick."

The words seened all the nore chilling for being spoken so casually. O course
it mght just have been a figure of speech, Keill knew. But he wondered..

The upper |evels of the enornous honeyconbed building held a variety of
conmunal roons - recreation roons, eating areas and sleeping quarters; the

| ast ranging from sizeable apartnents for families to tiny one-person
cubicles. The tour ended in front of the narrow door to one of these cubicles.
It offered little nore than a narrow bunk and storage niches, with a slit of

wi ndow i n one wal l

"This can be yours," Shalet said. "Ain't much, maybe, but at |east the singles
get a place of their own. Privacy's a luxury in a place like this."

Keill agreed, gratefully, knowi ng how he would have been Iimted if he had had
to share accommodation with several curious dusterfolk.

' Showers an" so on are along there," Shal et added, pointing. "An" we eat
pretty soon. Soneone'll cone an" show you, but | reckon you're all right on
your own till then. Stay put, though, don't want to upset Fillon by wanderin"
round al one, doy'?"

She grinned, and turned away.

Keill sank thankfully on to the hard bunk, glad for the chance to digest al
that he had | earned that day, to exanmine it for facts that related to his
purpose on the Custer. The wi ndowslit showed that, outside, night had fallen
- so it had been a long day, as well as an active one.



And it had been nostly enjoyable. The Clusterfolk were |ikeable, good people -
Kei Il had consi derable respect for their sturdy, hard-working, determn ned
approach to life. But with the respect canme sadness. Normally, they would have
little chance of carrying through their inpossible dream of independence. They
were too few and Veynaa was too strong.

How coul d six hundred people with laserifles and two cargo shuttles fight a
whol e worl d? When Veynaa finally decided to squash their rebellion, the end of
the Cluster's dreamwould be tragic - and cal am t ous.

Yet Shalet had let those hints slip - of a weapon, an "equalizer', and
finishing the Veynaans off.

In the midst of those disturbing thoughts, Ar slipped into Keill's mind. And
she seemed no | ess disturbed, when Keill told her what Shal et had been sayi ng.
It all forms a nost unpl easant equation, she said. Wth a weapon, and a human
call ed Quern, as the unknown factors.

"VI1 find out nore? Keill assured her. "But | need to be careful about asking
guesti ons?

True. But time is short.

"This Quern will return to the Cluster sonmetine” Keill replied. Til surely
learn nore then."

It will be an interesting neeting, dr conmented.

Keill caught the hint of anxiety in the alien's inner voice. * About Quern -
are you thinking what |'mthinking?"

Indeed - literally so, at this noment. There was a trace of Gr's l|aughter

qui ckly fading. Certainly he follows the pattern. An outsider, gaining a
position of influence and power, guiding the people around himto accel erate
the progress towards war. There can hi little doubt.

' Deat bving." The word resounded hollowly within Keill's

It istie pay that » Warlord works, Gr agreed. And it seens vt have come none
t oo soon.

Keill was silent for a nonment, weighing the grim conclusion. Before he could
reply, there was a subdued tap at the door of his cubicle. He felt Ar slip
out of his mind as he noved to the door

Joss was standing there, |ooking restored and |ovely, her smile warm

"hungry?" she said. "The food hall is serving in a few m nutes."”

"Starving," Keill said truthfully, returning her smle.

The food hall's plain, functional plastic tables and stools were crowded when
they reached it. Keill followed Joss's slender formthrough the throng, to the
central automated counter where they collected their neals in closed
containers. As they found a table, Keill saw Shal et across the room who gave
hima wave and a broad w nk.

Joss laughed. "I hope Shalet's tour didn't weary you."

"Not for a minute," Keill said. "Very informative." Catching Joss's quick

gl ance, he smled and added, "Don't worry, she didn't spill any secrets."
"There's a saying in the Home," Joss said wyly. "A secret can be kept for
five mnutes - an inportant secret for half as long."

Keill chuckled. "And will a tine cone," he asked lightly, "when | can be
trusted with Cluster secrets ?"

"oh yes, soon," Joss said. "The fol k have accepted you already. They're
delighted to have a |l egionary on their side."

*Not all of them" Keill said. He had caught sight of the bulky formof Goll
in a far corner, glowering darkly under a livid bruise on his forehead.

Joss followed his gaze. "Groll won't forget what you did to him" she warned
M

Keill shrugged. "Tell himto keep his fighting for the Veynaans."

The conversation declined a little as they turned to their meal. Shalet had
been right, Keill found, eating in the Home |was nore |like refuelling than
enjoynment. But fuel was necessary, and he dutifully worked his way through
what was before him

When they had done, Joss | ooked up, hesitating a noment. "Wbuld you like to
wal k awhile," she said tentatively, "if you're not tired?"



I'd like to," Keill said quickly. "But won't you get bored with keepi ng watch
on me ?"

Joss | aughed softly. Tmnot. Watever Fillon says, | don't think you need to
be wat ched. "
Keill felt pleased at the inplication that she was there for his conpany, not

for security reasons, and even nore pleased when she calmy and naturally
slipped her arminto his.

They strolled the corridors awhile, talking —or at |east Keill was talking,
for Joss was a superb listener, attentive and responsive. She seened
especially fascinated by Keill's life as a legionary, and it was a subject he

was happy to talk about -up to a point. Wiile tales of past adventures wth
the Legi ons were one thing, he had to be vague and evasi ve when Joss sought to
know nore about what he had been doing since the destruction of Mros.
Secrets, he thought darkly, on both sides. But he knew it could not be

ot herw se.

Eventual ly they nade their way to one of the small recreation roons. A broad
wi ndow occupi ed nuch of one wall, and Joss led himto it, to gaze out in
silence at the star-brilliant night. It was an inpressive view, Keil
admtted. The starlight glinting on the stark and rugged rock sl opes around
the Hone gave them a delicate, eerie beauty.

Joss lifted a slimfinger to point at the sky, where one fat gol den spot of
light stood out, snmaller than a noon but larger than any of the stars.
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'Veynaa, " she said quietly.

As Keill obediently | ooked a voice fromthe doorway broke in."Joss?*

Keill turned to see an anxi ous-1ooking Qusterman hurrying towards them
bending to nutter something in Joss's ear

She | ooked at Keill regretfully. "I"msorry. | nmust go."

Troubl e?" he asked.

*No - just the opposite. I'Il tell you tormorrow, if | can.”

"are you going to let me find ny way back, unguarded?* Keill grinned.

She | aughed. "As long as you don't get lost."

Keill returned to his cubicle directly. Wandering around al one woul d be

poi ntl ess, he decided - it might reawaken suspicion, and he did not yet know

where to begin searching for answers to his questions. In any case, he
realized, it had been quite a day, and the thought even of the hard bunk in
his cubicl e was appealing.

But as he reached it, Ar's inner voice spoke to him |aughter bubbling behind
the silent words.

| have al ways wondered about human courting rituals, she teased. They seem
nmore dull than those of ny race.

"if | ever do any courting, as you call it," Keill replied, "you can stay out
of my head*

WIllingly, dr laughed. But one day | nust tell you about the mating flights
of the Ehrlil.

"can we change the subject?" Keill said sourly. "I'm sl eepy*

Before you sleep, Gr said nore soberly, you might want to know that your
ship's sensors have detected a spacecraft nearby, on a course for the duster.
Keill sat up quickly. "Any identification?

Notyef. But it will soon be near enough for nore accurate scanning.

"it mght be another Veynaan raider? Keill said. "But it could elso be..."
The nysterious Quern, Ar put in. Wait, now - the ship is closer. It has...
She seened to hesitate.

"itbaswbatr Keffl asked.

Ar did not reply.

"what is it?" Keill asked, puzzled.

Si |l ence

*Ar?" Unease trailed a cold finger down Keill's spine. Gathering his
concentration, he fornmed the mental words with the utnobst care. "Ar - are you
readi ng me?



Silence still - as enpty and total as the silence of infinite space.

Communi cati on had been cut off. And, since Ar was the conmunicator, that
meant only one thing.

Sonething - far out in the depths of space, unknowable to Keill, beyond any
guessi ng - had happened to dAr.

Keill did not sleep that night He spent nuch of it staring out of the

wi ndowslit, at the star-stippled depths that conceal ed his ship, far beyond

t he range of human vision. Tension and anxi ety seethed behind his iron
control, and his inmagination went into over-drive

Perhaps a real malfunction had devel oped in his ship, he thought. O perhaps
Ar's telepathic power - still nostly a mystery to Keill - had failed her. O,
agai n, perhaps that incom ng spacecraft had been a Veynaan raider after all
who had spotted A r and attacked.

Keill did not even let hinmself think about the chance that the strange ship

m ght well have been carrying the man called Quern and that be, for sone
unknown reason, m ght have attacked dr.

Thr oughout the Iong night, he regularly formed the inner nental call to Gr.
As regularly, no response came to break the silence. For a wild nonent he

t hought of stealing the remaining shuttle fromthe roof of the Hone and
hurtling out to where G r had been orbiting. But that would finish his mssion
on the Custer before it had started. And Gr would not want that, even if she
was. . .

He could not bring hinself to confront the word. Instead, he clung to the
possibility that there was sone sinple explanation for Ar's silence. And,
since there was nothing else to do, he waited.

It was a basic elenment in every legionary's training. Wien waiting was
necessary, you waited - calnly, patiently, unconplainingly.
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And you remrmai ned alert, ready at all tinmes for the noment that put an end to
wai ting.

When Joss appeared at Keill's door in the norning, he greeted her with rel axed
calm showi ng no signs of his night-long turnoil. Nor did he fail to notice a

difference in her - a suppressed excitenent, shining in the depths of her

| arge eyes. Sonmehow, on this norning, KeiJl doubted whether it had anything to
do with him

"come and eat with nme," Joss said brightly. "The Council's meeting early
today, and they want you there."

Keill raised his eyebrows. "Again ? Wy ?"
Her excitenent threatened to burst its restraints. "Quern's back."
"is he?" Mdire anxiety clanoured behind the barrier of Keill's control. So the

strange ship last night had been Quern's. Then dr could be..

But again he pushed that thought away. |If Quern was what Keill thought he was,
every fragnment of his alertness and ewari ness woul d be needed in that
confrontation. "Let's not keep himwaiting, then," he said, with a
convincingly light-hearted snile.

They made short work of breakfast, no nore tasty than the previous evening's
nmeal , and were soon entering the heavy doubl e doors of the nmeeting room The
Council was seated as before, at the long table, and Keill again stood facing
them as Joss slipped into her place. He nodded his greetings to Shalet and the
two old men, let his glance slide easily across Fillon's chill scow, then
focused his attention on the stranger seated in their mdst.

The man was tall, taller even than Keill, but unnaturally, skeletally thin,
fleshl ess skin drawn tightly over the jutting bones of his face. He wore a

hi gh-col l ared, loose tunic with flow ng sleeves, alnpbst a short robe,

| oose-fitting trousers and |ight shoes like slippers on his long feet. The

cl ot hi ng was

bright and colourful - incongruously so, for the man was an al bino. H s skin
was an unrelieved, corpse-like white - and ewhite, too, was the thinning hair
that straggled nearly to shoulder-length. Yet Keill guessed that the man was

only in early mddle age - his novenents were brisk, his back martially



straight.

The al bi no exam ned Keill silently for a nonent. And Keill noted a flicker of
somet hing |i ke puzzl enment, even unease, within die unpleasantly red-ri med
eyes in their deep, bony sockets.

"a legionary, | amtold?" the man said at last, his voice as colourless as his
ski n.

"keill Randor." Keill kept his own voice and face expressionless, standing

rel axed and still, though the adrenalin was surging in his veins.

*You are fortunate to have survived the end of your world," the cold voice
said. Another flicker showed in the red eyes. "Wre there other survivors ?"

' There may have been."

"ah. Presumably then you have not encountered any. How tragic" The words were

spoken with a total absence of feeling. i am Quern, as you will know " The

al bi no paused, but Keill said nothing. "I have been told of the... interesting
way you came anong us. And of how ... keen you are to join the Cluster's fight
agai nst oppression.”

Agai n the words sounded fal se, unnatural, in that dead voice. Again Keill made
no reply, but his eyes locked with the red-gl eam ng eyes of Quern

And he knew - instinctively, but beyond any doubt - that he was |ooking into

t he eyes of the Deat hw ng.

"are you not going to answer ?" Quern asked.

i wasn't aware you had asked a question," Keill said calmy

He saw that the others were | ooking at one another, worried by the hostility
t hat had appeared between the two nen. Joss
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especi ally | ooked upset —but then relieved wheir Quern uttered a short,
bar ki ng | augh.

"good. At |east you are not pouring out assurances of how devoted you are to
our cause."

Keill's expression did not change. i came to offer ny services as a soldier.
I"'mstill finding out about your cause."

"indeed. And your services will be welconme." The albino's thin lips twisted in
a half-smle. "W would not be so unwise as to reject a | egionary. Even though
some of us— he ewaved a bony hand towards the still scowing Fillon "—are
still a trifle unsure of your... trustworthiness."

I'd be glad,"” Keill said dryly, "if you could suggest how | night prove nyself
trustworthy."

'So speaks a man of action." Quern's sardonic snile broadened. "And | shall do
just that. There is a task which you can performfor us - after which, if it
is conpleted properly, we will be satisfied."

"Nanme it," Keill said curtly.

"at the suitable tinme," Quern replied. "There are preparations to be made and
I must soon |l eave the Cluster again, briefly. When |I return, all will be nade
clear. Until then— he raised a long white finger, for emphasis "—+ nust ask
you to continue to restrict your nmovenents, and remain within the Home. The
out si de areas, including the roof, must be off limts."

Keill shrugged. "As you w sh."

"excellent." The red eyes flicked towards Joss, a gleam of malicious |aughter
within them "lI'msure that restriction will not prevent you from.. occupying
yoursel f pl easurably."

As he spoke he rose to his feet, making clear that the neeting had ended.

Keill turned to the door with the others, and Joss noved to join him They

wal ked together wordlessly for a while, Keill wapped in thought, Joss

gl anci ng at hi m concernedly now and t hen.

Finally she broke the silence. "Quern's an unusual person,"” she said, al nost
def ensi vel y.

"he is," Keill agreed wyly. "Unusual."

"he upsets people sonetines,"” Joss went on quickly. "He can seem strange,

unpl easant. But he's conpletely dedicated to the Cluster. And he says there's
no roomin a war like ours for . « « fill" feelings. W need to be hard,



rut hl ess, single-mnded - ready to make any sacrifice."

Keill shook his head wearily. "lI've heard many mlitary | eaders say the sane
thing. That only victory is inmportant, no matter how it's achieved."

"you sound di sapproving," Joss replied. *But we have no choice. Against an
eneny as powerful as Veynaa, we must fight any way we can."

"My people believed," Keill said, "that if you sacrifice everything to win -
all principles, all sense of right - you end up with a pretty hollow victory.
There's a line in a Legion song -better to lose like men than win |ike
beasts. "

"but the Legions never |ost," Joss murmnured.

'"They lost, and they died, in a war they didn't know they were fighting,"

Keill said harshly. "Against an eneny who knew all about single-m nded

ruthl essness - and worse."

Joss | ooked up at him her eyes dark and clouded. |I'msorry."

"Don't be." Keill gathered his control, forced a half-smle. I'malittle
edgy, that's all. It's being kept in the dark about everything - including now
this task Quern has in nmnd for ne."

"Don't worry," Joss assured him "You'll know what's happeni ng soon. Just wait
a while."

"of course,"” Keill replied flatly. Til wait'

Two days of waiting later, even Keill's patience was wearing thin, his trained

control fraying at the edges.

Not hi ng had happened in that time that furthered his mssion, or that answered
any of his questions.

He had not seen Quern again, nor heard anything nore fromhim

And, worse, a deathly silence had remained the only response to all of his
mental calls to Gr.

O course his days had not been entirely enpty. He had continued to see mnuch
of Joss, when she was not occupied with Quern and the Council. They ate
together, strolled the corridors, chatted to other O usterfol k, watched

occasi onal old hol o-tapes. Once they had visited the gymmasiumto play an
intricate variation of hand-ball that was popular in the Home. Keill, with his
| egionary's refl exes, had eventually won - but Joss had proved lithe, athletic
and astoni shingly quick

To an outsider, then, they would have seened |i ke any young nan and worman who
enj oyed being together. And Keill night have been happy during those days -
had he not carried within hima stormof frustration and anxiety.

It was even worse during those hours when Joss left himto his own devices,
and when everyone in the Honme seened to have sonething to do except him Then
he woul d wander the corridors and wal kways, or nore often sit at a wi ndow -in
his cubicle or in a recreation room- broodi ng over the bl eak | andscape of the
Cluster, or at night staring ever nore despairingly at the starry expanses of
sky.

Late in the afternoon of the third day, he was in his cubicle when the walls
trenbled minutely with a distant, runbling vibration. For an instant he
wondered i f another Veynaan raider had swooped down on the Home. But when the
sound was not repeated, he guessed its real cause.

One of the shuttles had lifted off fromthe pad on the building s roof.

And Quern had said he was | eaving again, briefly.

A thought that had been germinating in the back of his mnd flowered suddenly.
He remenbered Quern's words, when the al bino had confirnmed the restrictions on

Keill's novements. The outside of the Hone was off limts -especially the

r oof .

So possibly sonmething was tip there that Keill was partial -

larly not allowed to see. And possibly it was still there, though Quern was
absent .

JE jje Could get on to the roof unseen - at night... At |east, he thought

sourly, it would be sonething to do. Aside fromgoing insane with waiting.
On the very heels of that thought came anot her
But this time - not his own.



Keill. | am here.

He sprang up with a shout, relief and gratitude flooding through himlike a
tide.

"girl What happened? \Where haveyou been?

| have had to be silent, Gr replied, and later I will have to be silent
again. The human called Quern is an extrenely powerful short-range tel epatb.
Keill sat down again slowy, unnerved by the grave tone of Ar's nental voice.

"l don't understand."
| becane aware of his power only when his ship entered the Custer's
at nosphere, Ar replied, because his mental reach is limted. But then | had

to shield my mind at once - and yours as well. And comunication is inpossible
t hrough a shiel d.

Chill realization struck Keill of what it would have neant -to the Overseers"
secrecy, to his own chances - if Quern had freely been able to read his mind

"So he nust be fromthe Deathwing. And fromone of the Altered Wrlds-a

mut ant . "

Wt hout doubt .

"but aren't you in danger?" Keill asked.

I do not think he is aware of ne. | touched his mnd only for oh instant - and
my mind may be too alien for himto have recogni sed the touch, or ny shield.
But he is aware of your shielding, and is pulled by it. He probably believes
it is a natural barrier. And be has probed and struck at it many tines.
"Struck? | felt nothing."

You are not a telepatb, Gr said. But to another tel epath, a mnd-blow can be
as violent and painful as a physical blow. And within bis limts, Quern's
power is enornous. | feel- battered.

Only then, guiltily, did Keill become aware of the intense Weariness that |ay
behind G r's words.

"i"msorry. How can | hel p?*

You cannot. | will rest soon - and hope that his next visit is as brief as
this one. But the Overseers are worried -for Quern will certainly have

i nforned the Deat hwi ng of his encounter with a | egionary.

Kei |l nodded. The only other menmber of the Deathwi ng he had net had had no
chance to comuni cate with his | eader -the namel ess "One" - before he nmet his
death at Keill's hands. But now. ..

"Does it matter? Quern has no reason to think Vmanything other than | seemto
be-a surviving legionary turned drifter."

Per haps. But the Deathw ng, as you know, does not always act reasonably. And
believe that Quern is particularly unbalanced - his mnd is repulsive. Ar's
voi ce was sharp with distaste. It may be a cause of his hei ghtened power. You

must take extreme care, Keill. And we will not be able to speak when Quern is
on the Cluster.

"i understand," Keill said grimy. "Let me tell you now what's been happeni ng.
And one other thing —while Quern's away, |'mgoing to have a | ook up on that
roof. Toni ght*

IN
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PART TWD

TRAYAl SpACE

Kel Il stepped out of his cubicle into the deserted corridor. The night was
wel | advanced and the hard-working Custer-folk believed in going to bed
early. Keill knew that there was no security force, as such, within the Hone -

the main danger to security was Veynaan attack fromthe air - and the few fol k
who wor ked ni ght shifts, tending the food tanks and other parts of the life

support system would be on the lower levels. And Keill was goi ng upwards.
He wal ked quickly but boldly to the ascendi ng wal kway, and sped up the moving
spiral. It ended, of course, at the main corridor that led to the neeting

room 00 the top level. But a quick search of intersecting passages |ocated a
ranp | eadi ng upwards, and a heavy door
He eased the door open with infinite care, an eye pressed to the opening.



Beyond, on the roof, he saw only bl ackness and a sky full of stars, heard only
the noan of the bitter night w nd.

Sli pping out on to the roof, he paused in deep shadow, letting his eyes
adjust. Soon the starlight showed himthe bulky outlines of the |laser cannon
enpl acenents on the roof's edge, and the upthrust of the |anding pad where one
of the shuttle ships rested. He nmoved forward soundl essly. The pad was rai sed
fromthe roof - at about his shoul der height. Ignoring the broad ranp that |ed
up to the shuttle, he circled the pad, watching and listening. Only when he
was satisfied that the shuttle was deserted did he slide up over the edge of

t he pad and nove, a shadow anpbng shadows, to the shuttle. The |oadi ng bay was
firmy closed, but the personnel air-
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| ock gave himno trouble. Inside the ship, the blackness bal ked even his night
vi sion, but he noved by touch fromthe control roomthrough the hatch | eadi ng
to the broad area of the cargo hold. And there his exploring hand found

switches that turned on dimillum nation
The hold was nearly enpty, save for a netal container, like a solid block no
larger than a cubic nmetre. Keill inspected it closely. There seened to be no

seans which indicated an opening, but there were two slight depressions on
ei t her side.

When he touched these, the top of the container slid aside.

Wthin, carefully gripped by contoured ceramic, lay a shiny netal ovoid. It
was no nore than half a netre long, and had fine filaments of circuitry and
el ectroni ¢ hook-ups trailing fromone end |like the roots of a plant.

It |ooked like an innocent, conmonpl ace piece of technol ogy. But an

instinctive certainty turned Keill colder than the bitter wi nd outside could
ever do.
Shal et had hinted at sone fearsome weapon. And Keill knew beyond doubt that he

was | ooking at it.

But what was it ? A bonb of sone sort ? Could an expl osive device of that size
be likely to "finish off" the Veynaans, as Shal et had put it?

He reached a hand down gingerly, intending to turn the ovoid round and exam ne
it more closely. But he did not conplete the novenent.

From out si de, a sound had penetrated to his keen hearing. A nuffled, netallic
scrape.

Instantly Keill sent the container's heavy lid sliding back into place,
switched off the illum nation and noved w thout a sound into the control room
to crouch by the personnel airlock

Foot st eps sounded on the surface of the |anding pad outside the ship.

Keill noved back into shadow. There was a chance that, if the unknown person
entered, he mght turn into the cargo
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hold and allow Keill to slide out, unseen, through the airlock

But in the event his |luck extended even further. It was the shuttle's cargo
bay that swung open, in the hold - and while it noved Keill took advantage of

its sound to open the airlock, and slipped out of the ship just as the boots
of the unknown visitor sounded within the hold.

Stealthily he crossed the hard, roughened surface of the |anding pad and

| owered hinself over its edge into the deeper bl ackness of the roof beneath
it.

And then his luck ran out

Wth a faint humming the surface of the roof seemed to fall slowy away
beneath his feet.

Hs reflexes urged himto | eap upwards and away |like a startled wild creature.
But realization held himback.

The el evator.

He thought back to Shal et*s guided tour. The el evator noved al ong a sizeable
cylindrical vertical shaft, which would make the elevator a plain circul ar

di sc, auto-magnetically supported, and flush with the roof's surface when at
the top of the shaft. So he had not noticed it in the darkness until he had



stepped on to it and his weight had sonehow triggered it.

The el evator slid snoothly downwards. But above, Keill heard the thud of
hurrying boots. The nysterious visitor to the shuttle had not m ssed the hum
of the nmechani sm

A hand-torch flashed above, the light spilling down the snoboth metal sides of
the el evator shaft. Keill crouched, hugging the opposite side, while the |ight
probed down. But the el evator had dropped farther, and the torch-beam seened

never quite to overtake it enough to pick out Keill's crouching form He felt

sure he had not been seen

But there were no other openings into the elevator shaft. Keill rode it to the
bottom knowi ng that he was still in danger, if sone night worker was waiting

on the |l owest level to see why the el evator was worki ng.

When it came to rest at last, part of the cylinder wall —a
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hat chway t hrough -which the el evator could be | oaded -clicked open
automatically. Dmlight filtered through the opening, but nothing else. No
sound, no shout of alarm

He noved silently out of the shaft. The broad expanse of the |oading area was
cluttered with piled containers of ossidin. Here and there work-robots stood,
i nactive for the night, and banks of nachinery and equi pnent rested equally
silent in their pools of shadow.

There were no Custerfolk visible, yet Keill took no chances, making full use
of cover as he ghosted across the area. The corridor beyond was al so enpty as
he sped to the wal kway. But once on its upward spiral, he halted, hardly
breat hing. A -sound from above - on the descendi ng wal kway, that twi sted
around the one he was on - so that he would be fully exposed to anyone com ng
down.

He sprang off the wal kway on the next level, nmoving swiftly into the enpty
corridor. Pushing against the nearest doorway, he found it open, and peered

t hrough. Two rows of high, bulky tanks confronted him- the containers in

whi ch the basic nutrients that made up the Honme's synt hesized food were

cul tured.

Each tank's lip was higher than Keill's head, and they were packed cl ose
toget her, except for a wi de passage down the centre of the chanber. Overhead,
a system of narrow netal catwal ks all owed supervisors to keep watch on the
contents of the tanks.

Keill saw no one, though the chanber was well-lit. He heard nothing except the
| ow gurglings and bubblings fromthe great tanks, and a background hum from
the machi nery that maintained conditions within each tank

Silently he drifted forward al ong the central passage between the two rows of
tanks, then halted. Faintly, fromthe far end of the chanmber, he heard voices.

He noved further forward, crouching, listening. Two of the night supervisors,
he judged, idly chatting at the end of

50

one row of tanks. At any minute they m ght nove towards - along the passage,

or al ong one of the overhead cat-

He retraced his steps to the door where he had entered, and tugged at it
gently. It did not nove. He pulled nore £nnly. It remained solidly closed.
Sonehow, while he had been in the chanber, it had been | ocked.

There woul d surely be anot her door out of the chanber. But that would nmean
goi ng past the worknmen at the far end. Perhaps, he thought, he could bluff his
way past them tell them he had | ost his way.

He turned back towards the passage - and froze.

A work-robot was rolling in om nous near-silence along the passage, its
scanner eye fixed on him its six long nmetal arms stretching out threateningly
towards him

Keill stood still, studying the robot. It was a different design fromthe
others he had seen. Its body was narrower and far taller, nearly three netres.
And on the ends of the six tentacle arns were sone different attachnents, for
use with the tanks —Il adle-1ike scoops, flat paddle-like devices, but also two



of the pincer-like grabs, resenbling the claws of sone weird crustacean

It was al most upon him And he knew there was no chance that it mght just be
going on its way harm essly past him in the course of its work. The eye was
too firmy fixed on him The arnms were extending too obviously in his
direction.

It was certainly being controlled. Wich neant that soneone, on a nearby

nmoni tor screen, was watching himthrough the scanner. And guidi ng those arns.
Abruptly he took a step towards the robot and | eaped -strai ght upwards.
Catching the lip of the nearest tank, he swung lithely up on to its edge, and
rose to his feet, gauging bis next leap to the edge of the catwal k above.

Si

He had noved with all his uncanny speed. But the Iip of the tank was narrow,

sl oping and slippery - and whoever was controlling the robot was al so
dangerously qui ck.

In the fractional instant while he found his footing for the next |eap, one of
the tentacle arnms - bearing a pincer grab -swept up at him It nmoved |ike sone
nmetallic serpent, with gaping jaws, and the jaws struck at Keill's throat.

He swayed aside, evading the grab. As he did so, the other pincer-bearing
tentacle struck. He parried that lunge with a forearm bl ock

But the netal armtw sted back on itself, and the powerful pincers clanped on
to his wist.

Effortlessly it jerked himup, off the tank's lip, dangling himby his wist,
hel pl essly, over the edge of the tank

Bel ow hi mt he pungent, viscous fluid bubbled and heaved. For a nonent he

t hought he was to be dropped into the thick sludge, which would be unpl easant
but hardly fatal

Then the robot's other arns were slashing and striking at him the second grab
agai n seeking his throat. As he dangled painfully fromone wist, he fought -
swi ngi ng and spinning aside fromthe attacks, blocking or chopping at the

twi sting, serpentine arns.

Until, without warning, the armthat gripped his wist swung himviciously
downwards - intending to smash his body agai nst the edge of the tank, as if he
were a flapping fish on a line, to break his back with the inpact.

He arched the nuscles of his back just in time. Not his body but the sol es of
his boots took the force of the slamm ng inpact against the tank. Every cel

in his body seened to be jarred out of place, but he had suffered no harm -
save for the grinding pain fromthe relentless grip on his arm

Again the robot lifted himand swng himviolently down. Again Keill tried to
blunt the inmpact with his feet. But the robot had slightly shifted its
position. Keill's feet only
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pl unged knee-deep into the thick, sticky nutrient. And, savagely, the robot's
pi ncer smashed his right forearmagainst the lip of the tank

The bl ow was intended to shatter the arm so that Keill could no | onger use
its support to save hinself from being beaten nurderously agai nst the tank

But the armdid not break.

For a frozen nonment the robot was notionless - as if its controller could not
grasp what had happened, or what had not

And Keill - despite the blazing, screanming pain fromhis bruised and torn
right arm- did not miss his chance.

In that frozen instant, using his agonized wist as a pivot, he flung his body
backwards |i ke a gymmast in a back roll over a horizontal bar. At the top of

t he backward curve, he straightened his |legs, his body arrowi ng horizontally
through the air.

Before the robot's controller could react, both boots smashed into the robot's
scanner eye.

Shattered circuits spat sparks and snoke through the gaping hole in the

pl astiglass. The robot's controller, blinded now, threshed its arns wldly,
furiously. But Keill had foll owed through the destruction of the eye by
clanmping his free hand on to the tentacle that gripped him Wile it |ashed



and flailed, he rode it tenaciously - waiting his next chance.

It canme soon. Each of the robot's arms sprouted out of a socket on the tal
body that was guarded with a housing of plastic. Keill's eyes were fixed on

t hat .

And when for a fractional second the armhe rode twi sted and bent near to the
body, he struck.

H s boot flashed down with terrifying power, and a perfect aim The heel drove
irresistibly against the joint of arm and body.

And the netal arm sheared cleanly off. Keill dropped to the floor, rolling
swiftly away, still clutching what was now a linp I ength of flexible netal
The
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pincer-grip on his tormented wist had opened, freeing him

For a nonent the blind robot still frantically struck and threshed around
itself, twisting on its treads. But, when Keill easily evaded it, its arns

dropped, its treads halted, and it was still.
Clearly its controller, lacking vision, had given up the attenpt at nmurder
Only then - crouched and wary, hal f-dazed with the pain in his right arm- did

Keill hear the pounding feet in the passageway, the shouts of hurrying people.
Hal f the Qusterfol k seenmed to have been aroused by the clanmour, and to be
crowmdi ng the corridors as the two pale and frightened workers took Keill to

the Hone's infirmary. He had rejected the idea of a stretcher and wal ked
calmy through the throngs, paying themlittle attention, showi ng no exterior
sign of the agony fromhis swollen, bleeding right arm

The two workers, hurrying beside him alternated between al armed and puzzl ed

apol ogies to Keill and explanations to the crowmd. "Can't understand it," they
were babbling. "Don't have nmany robots go rogue. An" what you did - never saw
the like. Wth a busted arman" all." And to the crowd, "Robot went crazy.

Nearly killed him Sure, saw it all. Happened so quick - smashed it, he did.
Bar e- handed 1"

And the crowd was still oohing and marvelling and staring avidly as Keil
closed the infirmary door behind him

He sat quiet and unnoving, while a sleepy nmedic fussed over his arm Finally

t he nmedi ¢ stood back, shaking his head wonderingly.

"That's near miraculous,” he said. "Wth these contusions and | acerations, and
wi th what those supervisors are saying happened, you should have a severe
conpound fracture. You're very |lucky."

"as you say," Keill nodded wearily. "Lucky."
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Tve given you an injection,” the nedic went on, "that will reduce the pain and
swelling, and I've put on a |ight syntha-skifl bandage. You shoul d have ful
use of the armin a day or two."

As the medic turned away, Keill flexed the fingers of his right hand. The pain
was di stant, snothered, and already the forearm had returned to nornal size
thanks to the injection. No, he thought fiercely, | have full use of the arm
now. And he made a nmental note to send his thanks once again to the Overseers,
for the unbreakable alloy that he bore within his body.

He turned as the door of the infirmary sl ammed open. Joss, her lovely face
pale with concern, burst in with Shalet striding close behind her. As Keil
stood up, Joss noved close to him her eyes anxious as they noved fromhis
face to his bandaged arm

*You m ght have been killed 1" she said.

Keill smiled, lifting his bandaged arm i wasn't Not even badly hurt."
Joss | ooked startled. "But everyone's saying that your armwas crushed 1'
"just cuts and bruises." He waggled his fingers. "The nmedic says it'll be fine

in a day or two."

' Takes nore'n a rogue robot to beat a | egionary, eh?" Shalet chortl ed.

Joss was frowning slightly. "But what were you doing down there, anyway ?"
That was the question Keill had been dreading. But there vas no sign of strain
in his voice or face as he replied. "Couldn't sleep, so | was wandering," he



said easily. "Anything to get out of that cubicle - it's worse than the escape
capsul e.”

Shalet's |l aughter boonmed. "Often feel that way miselfl Wat'd you do - forget
whi ch level y"were on ?"

Kei |l nodded, putting on an enbarrassed |ook. i must have m scounted, or got
confused sonmehow. "
JJ

"Happens to strangers every time!" Shalet |aughed. "Joss, you better take him
back to his cubicle, so he don't get lost again I’

Joss smiled."He won't I'lIl see to that."

Later, as sunrise was pushing wan grey light through the windowslit, Keill
lay on his narrow bunk being scolded by a worried Ar.

| fail to see the value of being nearly caught, and nearly killed, just for a
glinpse of a mysterious metal container, she was saying.

"No value at all,"” Keill replied agreeably.

There was a pause, i am gl adyou are unharned, dr added, in a gentler tone
Keill grinned. "lamtoo."

And the armw |l not affect you, regarding the "task" that Quern nentioned?

"No. It's not badly hurt—and | heal quickly."
Good, dr said. The Overseers are extrenely anxious to |learn the nature of the
weapon. Your "task" may expose sone of Quern's secrets.

"i've already |learned one thing," Keill said darkly. "Soneone on the C uster
doesn't want me alive. That robot was controlled, no question of it. My guess
woul d be by Villon - or Goll, if be can handle robots."

Whoever it was, Ar replied, he was no doubt acting on Quern's orders. So we
cannot di scount a sinister possibility. She paused for a nmonment, then went on
sonbrely: There may well be a second Deathwi ng agent on the d uster.

6

Keill spent npost of the next day resting in his cubicle, to speed the healing
of his injury, and also to avoid nore awed curiosity fromthe Custerfol k, who
woul d all have heard of the robot's attack. Joss visited himbriefly at

m dday, bringing a neal that they shared - but she seemed slightly nervous,
preoccupied with her own thoughts, and Keill comented on it.

She smled wanly. "Sorry. There's a great deal to do. Everything seens to be
comng to a head so quickly."

Interest sparked in Keill, but he kept his voice light. "You seemto have a
ot of responsibility.”

She nodded. "Quern relies on nme to coordi nate everythi ng when he's not here. |
seemto spend all ny tine at it."

"Don't the other Councillors help ?"

"when they can. But all of them have their Custer jobs as well."

"and you don't ?"

"Not really. 1've had a lot of jobs on the Custer, but just before we broke
with Veynaa | was nostly piloting the ultra-freighter. And of course it's not
in use now. "

"Nice job," Keill said, trying to sound casual. "What do the other Councillors
do ?"

"They're all fairly specialized. Shalet supervises a clerical section, Bennen
and Rint are technicians in the ventilation and cl eaning works. Fillon's nore

special - he's probably the best conmputer person in the Hone."

Keill's face was blank, but within he was grimy exultant. Every aspect of the
Home' s technol ogy involved conputers -including the robots.
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' Maybe he ought to have a | ook at that robot," Keill said calmy. "To see what
went wong."

"That's been done," she said. "Miintenance took it apart this norning. But the
damage you caused made it hard for themto spot any earlier malfunction."

He nodded, pretending indifference. "On the subject of jobs, what does ny
friend Goll do ? Just hit people ?"

"No," she snmiled, "he's a manual worker in the |oadi ng bay. Why?"



'"No reason."” Not Goll, then, he thought - but very possibly Fillon. "Just so
| know where to avoid. | don't think he likes ny conpany."

Joss shook her head, |aughing. *Not even Goll would |look for trouble with a
man who can weck a robot bare-handed." She gl anced down at his arm "How are
the after-effects ?"

It aches a little," Keill said, flexing his fingers, "but it does ewhat | tel
it to."

"good. Because Quern's due back this evening —and | think he'll want to get
things started right away."

Those words, after she left, began an anticipation within Keill that grew

t hroughout the afternoon - and rose even hi gher when, near sunset, he received
no response to an attenpt to reach Gr.
So Quern was on his way, within his own mental range of the CQuster, and Gr
had set up the shielding again in her own and Keill's ni nds.

H s anticipation reached a new peak soon afterwards when Joss returned to
Keill's cubicle. No | onger preoccupied, she showed the sane barely contai ned
excitement Keill had seen before. She gl owed and sparkled, and Keill could
hardly take his eyes off her as they went towards the meeting room where, she
sai d, Quern was waiting.
The al bino sat as before at the long table, with the full Council in
attendance. To Keill's surprise, Goll was there as

| oungi ng sullenly against the far wall
Tmtold we nearly lost you," Quern said, without a trace of concern in his
cold voi ce.
"Nearly/ Keill said. Then, on inpulse, he added: for a nonment | felt the wi ng
of death upon ne."

He had no doubt that a flicker of response showed in the ied-rimed, deep-set
eyes. Surprise, perhaps, or wariness -but also, oddly, a trace of sardonic
amusenent .

" Most poetic,” Quern murmured. "And is it true that you have not been... put
out of action ?"

Keill lifted his Iightly bandaged arm 1t's healing."

"how fortunate. And, fromwhat | hear of the occurrence, how extrenely...

ast oni shing, that your injury should be so mnor." He studied Keill coldly for

a nonent *You are a very unusual man, in many ways."

Keill felt certain that Quern was alluding partly to the m nd-shield, which
woul d be a nystery still to the al bino. And he was al so certain, though he
felt nothing, that at that noment Gr would be resisting another of Quern's
battering probes at Keil Ps m nd.

To distract him Keill said curtly, i doubt if you brought me here to inquire
after ny health.”

'No, indeed." Quern | eaned back, folding his bony hands. "Qur preparations are

now conpl ete and before anot her day has passed we will have brought the pl anet
Veynaa to its knees. <Dnly the final steps in ny... in our plan remain to be

t aken. "

Keill waited, saying nothing.

Tonight," the chill voice went on, ca raiding party fromthe Custer wll

visit one of the conmunication satellites above Veynaa. The party wll intrude
a tape into the planetary vid system which will issue our ultimtumto the
Veynaaa aut horities."

Keill raised an eyebrow. "And the whole planet will sinply lie down and
surrender ?"
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"Precisely.* Quern's smile was icy. "Because the vid tape will also informthe
Veynaans what will happen if they do not."

"are you going to let me in on the secret?* Keill asked.

i think you have an inkling of it already,” Quern said, glancing coldly at

Shal et. "Hints have been dropped that you will not have m ssed - about the
weapon that | have provided for the Custer.”
Keill waited, his face a mask.



' The weapon is extrenely powerful, and quite irresistible,* Quern continued.
"Were it used, it could... damage nuch of the planet."

Keill stared coldly round the table at the Councillors. "You would consider
using such a thing ? Shalet ? Joss ?"

Nei t her replied. Shalet gnawed her lower |ip unhappily, |ooking down at the
table, but Joss met his gaze firmy, her face pale and deternined. Quern

rai sed a | ong hand.

It will not need to be used. | have arranged a ... denonstration of the
weapon's effect, on one of the dead outer planets of this system That will be
enough to convi nce the Vcynaans."

"What if it isn't?" Keill asked angrily, aware of a subtly false tone in
Quern's voice. "Wiat if the Veynaans refuse to give way ? WIIl you use the
weapon then ?"

"They will not refuse," Quern snapped. "Veynaans are realists, not romantic
fools. They will see that they have no choice."
Again Keill's gaze swept the table, but there was to be no help there. Joss's

eyes were hard and bright with the zeal of a revolutionary; Fillon was sniling
with smug delight. Shalet and the two old nmen | ooked nervous, but Quern's
i nfl uence seened to have overwhel med them
Keill controlled his anger. Quern and his deadly plan would have to be stopped
- but not here, he knew. And not with words. "And what's nmy role in all this
?* he asked curtly. This task you nentioned ?*
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*Your task is the one nost suitable for a legionary,” Quern said, the icy
smle returning. "You are to lead the raid on the Veynaan satellite.”
The plan, as Quern unfolded it, was devastatingly sinple. A group of five
woul d take a shuttle up to the ultrafreighter. They would then transfer the
nmyst eri ous weapon to the freighter and would pilot it away fromthe Quster and
into a parking orbit around Veynaa.
Three of them would then take the shuttle for the raid on the conmunications
satellite, while the remaining two conpl eted adjustnments to the weapon.
The three raiders would then pick up the other two fromthe freighter and
return to the Cluster. And the freighter would remain, orbiting Veynaa with
its cargo of death.

Keill could see problens and flaws, but he | eft them unspoken. "Wo else is
com ng?" he asked, when the al bino had finished.

"Mysel f, of course,"” Quern smled, "in charge of the weapon. Qur |ovely Joss
will pilot the freighter, and will stay on it to lend ne her ... delicate
skills. Fillon will go with you, and will insert the tape into the vid system
And Groll, here, will acconmpany you as well - to ensure that you do not forget
where your... loyalties lie."

"if you still distrust ne, Quern," Keill said flatly, *why tell me all this ?

Way include ne at all ?"
Quern leaned forward, all hunour banished fromthe death-white face. "Because

your skills will be useful, and because it is the best way to keep an eye on
you, Randor. Nor is there any harmin telling you the plan - because it will
go forward this very night, and the five of us will remain together every
second fromnow till we enter the shuttle.”

The red-rimed eyes glittered. "One nore thing, Randor," Quern went on. "You
will not be armed during the raid, but Goll will be. Should you show the

slightest sign of interfering with the plan, Goll has been instructed, to
kill you w thout hesitation."

Keill leaned forward fromthe narrow accel eration seat to peer past Quern

t hrough the shuttle's viewpoint. Ahead, the ultrafreighter |oonmed, a vast

sil houette against the stars, dwarfing the shuttle.

Quern, at the shuttle's controls, glanced back. "G ow ng inpatient, Randor ?"
he sneered.

Keill ignored the question. "You realize that the nmoment Fillon puts that tape
into the vid system the Veynaans will throw ships up at the satellite."



'"No doubt. But they will not at first know which of their satellites has been

attacked. By the tinme they do, you will have made your escape and be out of
range."

"even so, they'll look for us," Keill persisted. "And they're likely to spot
the freighter. What's to stop themblasting it to atons?"

"Two things/ Quern replied with a frozen snile. "The tape will have told them
that the weapon will activate if tanpered with. And to be doubly sure, | wll
have specially progranmed the freighter. It will nove in and out of Overlight
at randompoints on its orbit- so the Veynaans will never pinpoint where it
is, or where it will be."

Keill sat back, considering. The freighter was not equipped with the standard
i on-energy drive for short-run planetary travel - it had only ninimal

boosters, to keep its orbit constant around a planet when it was stationary.
But it was equipped with the Overlight drive, for interstellar flight. So it
could nmove cargo across the galaxy as quickly as a ship with planetary drive
could cross a solar system

Keill grudgingly realized that Quern had covered nost possibilities, that the
pl an had every chance of succeeding. But if the Veynaans bowed to the threat,
and gave way to the Quster's denmands, Keill also knew that the Custer would
nmerely find itself in the grip of new, far nore deadly rulers. And the Warlord
woul d have control of the priceless supply ofossidin.
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fcfo, he told hinmself fiercely, there will be a time - sonewhere al ong the
stages of the plan - when Quern can be stopped. And will be.

The shuttle was nosing up now to the huge sweep of the freighter's hull. A
docki ng bay opened automatically, like a vast maw, at the stern of the giant
ship, and the shuttle drifted in, retros throbbing, to settle on a |anding
pad. The bay cl osed, sealing itself against the vacuum of space, and the
shuttle's drive faded into silence.

They waited in that silence for several noments. Again Keill peered out,
studying the shadowy interior of the freighter. It was little nore than an
enornous shell, he knew, with solid bul kheads extending its full height and

breadth to divide it into several separate conpartnents.

He al so knew that such freighters had basic |ife-support systens and m ni nal
gravity, not only in their control roonms but throughout the whole of the great
shell, to maintain the condition of cargo. They were waiting now for

at nosphere and pressure to be restored after the docking bay had cl osed.
Shortly Quern and Joss rose and moved towards the airlock of the shuttle.

Quern | ooked down at Keill. "You three will remain here - and try not to let
your curiosity get the better of you, Randor. Wen | signal, your work

begi ns. "

Keill did not reply, but nerely slid forward into the pilot's seat. Behind him
Goll stirred, and Keill glanced briefly back. The big man sat gl owering, once

again cradling a laserifle, while next to himFillon stared worriedly after

Quern.

Al three were spacesuited, in readiness for their attack on the satellite.

And Keill was glad that he had been able to collect his own spacesuit before
| eaving the Cluster. Legion spacesuits were specially made, unusually Iight
and flexible so they woul d not hanper a | egionary's nmovenents. Keill had no

doubt that, unarmed in Goll's conpany, there mght come a tinme when he woul d
need to nove with all his speed.

He turned back and | ooked again through the viewport.

The great shell of die freighter was deserted - though in the gl oonmy depths
next to the wall of the nearest bul khead he coul d see the fornms of sone

wor k-robots, notionless, inactive.

He could al so see, stretching out fromthe | anding pad, the netallic shine of
two parallel auto-magnetic strips, on a trackway that presumably ran all the
way to the control roomin the freighter's distant nose. The trackway was
fixed high along the side of the freighter, nmany netres above the deck of the
hol d where the robots stood. Along the strips ran | ow, wheel -less, two-seater



vehicles that carried personnel back and forth within the freighter

And as Keill watched, Quern and Joss canme into view, riding one of the
personnel carriers as they noved away fromthe shuttle.
Keill's eyes shifted downwards, to a work-robot, rolling along in the gl oom of

t he deck bel ow, bearing the netal container he had seen before on the shuttle.
Both carrier and robot vani shed through openings in the great bul khead.

Several silent minutes later, Keill felt an eerie sensation deep within his
body, as if at the nucl eus of each cell. But he hardly noticed it, for it was
long familiar to him It meant that the freighter had entered Overlight.

There was no sense of novement within Overlight. It was not so nmuch travel as
transference. When that unique field came into being round a ship, the ship no
| onger existed in any real sense. It had left the known universe, where the

| aws of nature held true, and had begun sonething |like a shortcut through a
real m where no one knew for certain what sort of |aws operated, if any. In
Overlight a ship was in nothingness, in a non-place, beyond human i magi ni ng.
Keill knew that, had they been able to see outside the freighter just then,
the viewscreens woul d have revealed only a void, a total, enpty form essness
wi t hout col our, texture or depth. By conparison, even the bl ank vacuum of deep
space at the rimof the gal axy seenmed |ively and wel com ng.

Because the freighter was noving only fromone planet to another "within the
same system the al nost unfelt physical sensation occurred again within only a
few seconds. So the freighter had arrived in an orbit around Veynaa, and had
returned to normal space. It would have to be well beyond the planet, Keil
knew. Ships did not risk entering or |eaving Overlight when they were within a
planet's gravitational pull. It did strange things to the Overlight field, and
no one took risks with Overlight.

Quern's cold voice sounded fromthe comruni cat or

eYou will Iift off now" The voice grew even colder. "And renenber, Randor -
no m stakes, or you die."
Keill swept the shuttle along the course that its computer, pre-set by Quern

had worked out, towards the Veynaan communi cation satellite. Wthin a few

m nutes the freighter's bulk had vani shed into the glimrering bl ack depths
behi nd them Many long mnutes later, the pinpoint of Iight that was the
satellite winked into view ahead.

The retros booned into action, and Keill delicately jockeyed the shuttle,
swinging it close to the satellite, reducing speed, until at last it cane to
what seened like rest in a perfect parking orbit less than thirty nmetres from
their goal.

Al three wordlessly checked their suits and fastened their helnmets. Keil

noti ced beads of sweat on Fillon's forehead and recogni zed t he groundsman's
terror of leaving a ship in vacuum But there was no risk. They woul d nove
across the intervening space with flitters - small, hand-held cylinders that
rel eased bursts of conpressed gas, enough to propel them ahead and to contro
their free-fall novenents

Only when they reached the satellite would an el ement of risk occur. But Quern
had assured themthat such satellites contained at npbst a mai ntenance and
control staff of two nmen, only one of whomwas on duty at a tinme. And the
shuttle's arrival would not have alerted them Keill had brought it in from
the rear, out of sight fromthe satellite's viewports, while the noise of
their arrival could not, of course, travel in vacuum

He reached to the sleeve pocket of his suit and took out the flitter cylinder
Opening the airlock, he jerked his head at the other two, and stepped out into
space. He sail ed ahead sl owy,
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staring at the i mense wheeling curve of the planet Veynaa, dominating his
range of vision, the thin cloud cover in its atnmosphere drawn like veils
across clearly visible | and masses. Then he let his body curve slightly to

gl ance back. Fillon had clearly been reluctant, for Goll had a tight grip on
one of his arms as if he had had to drag the other man out. They, too, curved
in free-fall, the laserifle swinging slowy where it was slung across Goll's



shoul ders, until a burst of ice crystals showed that Goll had fired his
flitter, to bring their glide on target.

Keill fired his own flitter, and the three figures surged silently towards the
satellite.

It was nore precisely a space station, resenbling two slightly flattened eggs
joined at their sides and bristling with aerials, solar panels and a
conplicated tangl e of other equipnment. Keill had no difficulty in opening the
outer door of its airlock, and then they were standing in the chanber of the

| ock, already feeling the artificial gravity grip them waiting for the inner
door to open.

I f sonething had gone wong, Keill knew, they nmight well find thensel ves
staring at the muzzle of a gun. He gathered hinmself on a fine edge of

r eadi ness.

But it seermed that the Veynaan who was on duty had been dull ed by tedi um and
sl eepi ness. The inner door was hal fway open before his frozen, horrified stare
at the nen in the airlock changed into a scranbling |unge for a hand-gun
resting on a nearby panel

By then Keill had al nost reached him But in the |ast second, Goll's

| aser beam scorched past Keill's shoulder and drilled a snmall, neat hole in the
Veynaan's head. The man col | apsed face forward on to the panel, a thread of
snoke osing fromthe singed hair.

Keill whirled in fury. "You didn't need to kill himl" he shouted into his

hel met conmuni cat or.

"ain't takin" chances," Goll snarled, his finger still curled °*er the firing
st ud. 6

"Try to fire that thing again," Keill told himcoldly, "and Til take it away
fromyou and stuff it down your throat."

H s eyes locked with Goll's, and for a nmonent the big man seened about to
take the challenge. But then Groll's eyes shifted, and his finger slid away
fromthe stud.

Keill turned away, in tine to see the hatchway connecting the two segnents of
the satellite swing open. Through it stunbled the second Veynaan, half-asleep
yawni ng and rubbing his eyes.

He had no time even to open those eyes before Keill sprang. Nor did Goll have
time to swing his rifle round. The knuckle of Keill's mddle finger struck a
perfectly weighted bl ow just behind the Veynaan's ear. He sighed and crunpl ed,
and Keill eased himto the floor

"you sure keen on keepin" Veynaans alive," Goll runbled.

Keill ignored him Tillon - get noving 1" he barked.
Fillon, who had been watching trenmul ously, junped and scuttled quickly over to
t he panel where the dead Veynaan had been sitting. For Keill, even with his

fair grounding in conputer and conmunication systens, the tangle of equi pnent
was a maze that would have taken weeks to sort through. But Fillon's hands
nmoved unerringly anong the circuits, naking the cross-connections that woul d
allow the inserted tape to override the system

As he watched, Keill toyed with the idea of disarning Goll and preventing the
tape from being broadcast. But in the end he rejected it. Quern would
certainly be alerted by such an action - and stopping the Custer's taped
ultimatumwas far |ess inportant than stopping Quern.

He stepped towards the hatch into the other section. Quern had said there were
only two nmen on the satellite, but no professional fighting man woul d take
another's word on such a matter - even less Quern's. Silently he entered the
conpartnent, his eyes sweeping over the unmade bunks, the discarded cl othing,
the clutter and nmess created by two bored
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men living together in a tiny capsule in space. But only two.

Satisfied, Keill turned back towards the hatch. It had swung shut behind him
But when he grasped the handle and twisted it, the hatch did not budge.

It was | ocked, or jamred. And Keill knew beyond doubt that it was no accident.
"Grolll"he shouted.



No reply. His hel met comunicator remained silent. <Don't be stupid, Goll
Qpen itl" Silence.

Keill took a step backwards, and another. He neither knew nor cared, just
then, what Goll was trying to do, whether he was carrying out Quern's orders
or acting on his own. Wthin Keill at that nonment there was no room for

anal ytic thought. There was nerely a controlled but towering anger

He breathed deeply, gathering that anger, channelling it; letting it flow and
mx with the adrenalin that was pouring power through his body. Then he

expl oded i nto novenent, |eaping at the hatch

At the instant that a sharp yell burst fromhis lips, focusing the rel ease of
power, his booted foot smashed with terrifying force just above the hatchway's
handl e.

The hatch was nade of the same netal as the satellite's hull, as the hull of
nost spacecraft. True, the hatch contained only one layer - but it was the
strongest, nost resistant nmetal that technol ogi cal man had yet devised.

But the netal bulged like a blister beneath the inpact of Keill's boot. And
the hatch flew open as if on springs, slanm ng back resoundi ngly agai nst the
wal | on the far side.

Keill | eaped through the opening. The dead Veynaan had slid to the floor, the
unconsci ous one lay where Keill had left him Oherw se the conpartnent was
enpty.

He hurtled to the airlock, willing it to nore speed as the J"ner door opened,

cl osed, and the outer door slid aside. Snatching the flitter fromhis sleeve
pocket, Keill stepped
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out into space - in time to see the shuttle just beginning to edge away from
its parking orbit. Hel pless, he ground his teeth in rage as he watched the

bul bous ship curve away, accelerating, the flame of its drive dwindling into a
light-speck as it sped away into the distance.

Then from another part of the |lknitlessness around him Keill's eye caught
sight of other points of light.

Spacecraft - five at least - hurtling up fromthe surface of the planet,
clearly on a course that would bring themto the satellite.

Keill drifted for a nmonent, just beyond the airlock, knowi ng that the Veynaans
were still too far away to see him a conparatively mnute speck in the

vast ness. As he watched, the five ships changed course. Their detectors had
clearly picked up the fleeing shuttle, and they swept away in pursuit.

They woul d be very unlikely to catch it, he thought, before it could reach the
freighter. And the freighter would sinply go into Overlight, to reappear on
the other side of the planet, beyond the reach of the pursuers.

Then, of course, the Veynaans would turn back to the satellite.

More cal My, he weighed his chances.

He could use the flitter to get out into space, far enough away to be
undet ect abl e by the ships when they returned. But that woul d exhaust the
flitter and he would be stranded -and a call to Gr woxild be his only hope
But he could not reach Gr until Quern returned to the Cluster. Only then
woul d she know that Keill, whose m nd she would still be shielding, had been

| eft behind in space.

Then, of course, she would come at once, being able to drop the shields when

she and Keill were both out of Quern's telepathic range. But it would al
depend on Quern moving back to the Cluster quickly - before the airpack on
Keill's spacesuit becane exhausted.

O herw se. ..

He grimaced, disliking the idea of floating helplessly in space and nerely
hopi ng that Quern would nove in tine. Jfo, far better to stay on the
satellite, Veynaans or not.

After all, they would not expect to find anyone there but their own nmen. He
woul d have the el ement of surprise, at grst, and he woul d have the gun of the
dead Veynaan inside if be needed it. The ships would not blast the satellite
itself, not with a Veynaan alive inside as a hostage. At |east, he hoped they



woul dn' t .

In any case, he thought fiercely, Td rather make a fight of it here, whatever
happens, than drift around out there and suffocate.

The flitter fired, and he dived back into the satellite's airlock

Back inside, he unfastened his helnmet and placed it within reach, then picked
up the dead Veynaan's gun - an energy gun, he saw gratefully - and tucked it
into a |l eg pocket on his suit.

The ot her Veynaan was beginning to stir and noban. Keill bent and lifted him
effortlessly, carrying himinto the other conpartment and dunping himon a
bunk, then tying his hands with the sleeves of a dirty shirt plucked fromthe
fl oor.

Returning to the' main conpartment, he glanced round, establishing the |ayout
in his mnd. The communi cati on equi prrent al nost encircled him in banks and
cabi nets against the hull of the satellite, |eaving a sizeable clear area
directly in front of the airlock. He would be better off in the other
conpartnent, he thought, when the Veynaans arrived.

But before he could nove, his attention was caught by the picture on the broad
di splay of nonitor screens, above the place where the dead Veynaan had sat. A
large, florid man was pictured on all the screens - a man wearing a lavishly
decorated uni form of sone sort, and a ferociously angry expression

Curious, Keill noved closer to watch and listen

"... have heard the demands and threats of the duster rebels,” the unifornmed
Veynaan was saying. "The people of Veynaa will not need me to tell themthat
t hese demands are outrageous. In fact, they are insane." H's voice grated.
"That is what has overtaken the | eaders of the rebellion - insanity, and
evil."

If you knew how right you were, Keill thought, watching.

"You will also have heard the ultimatum fromthe rebels,” the man on the

screen went on, "which gives us twenty-four hours to submit to their terns.
Submit 1" The man spat the word as if it were poison. *But the governnment and

mlitary authorities have authorized ne to tell you this: we will not submt.
Veynaa will not give away its nost priceless asset - it will not bow down to
madmen and nurderers.”

Quern had said the Veynaans were hard-headed realists, Keill renenbered

Har d- headed they certainly seened to be.

The man on the screen was growing nmore furious with every word. "All Veynaans
wi Il also have heard the rebels" threat - to attack our world if we do not
accept their terms. Mst of you will have felt that threat to be absurd,

i mpossible. But | nust tell you that it is a serious threat - and the
authorities are taking it seriously.” H s voice darkened. "The rebels have
acquired some sort of destructive device - and they denonstrated its power,
for us, on the dead outer planet of this system Xentain. But they did not
know - or did not care, if they knew - that our exploratory team had | anded on
Xentain some weeks ago. That there were two hundred and thirty Veynaans on

Xentain when the rebels |launched their ... denonstration. Today the planet is
as dead as it ever was, and all of themwth it."

The man's voice was ragged with pain as well as rage. And Keill too felt
chilled by the revelation, by the pointless, unnecessary killing. He knew that

t he speaker was right - that Quern would not have cared, if he had known,
about the exploratory team
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sent a robot ship to relay back pictures of Xentain as jt nowis,"'
went on. H s inmage began to fade, and another image to replace it.
And t hough the Veynaan's voice went on speaking, Keill heard no nore words. He
was staring rigidly at the screen, pale with shock, clenched fists

whi t e- knuckl ed, his mind a swirling tunult of horror

It was a sight he had seen once before in reality, and a thousand tines since
in nightmare.

A planet surrounded by a gl ow ng, pulsating, golden ninbus of |ethal

radi ation.

t he man



Just as his world, Mros, had been, on that terrible day when the Legi ons had
di ed.

Thr ough the waves of horror and shock, Keill fought for control, and found it,
as, deeper within him a steel-cold, hate-filled, relentless rage began to
formand build. Final proof was there on the screen, if it had been needed,
that Quern was of the Deat hwi ng, an agent of the Warlord, and that he was
threatening to do to Veynaa what had been done to Mros.

The ghastly image of gl owi ng death vani shed fromthe screen, and the unifornmed
Veynaan returned. "Qur scientists say that this is a totally new form of

radi ati on. They cannot say what it is, or howit is formed - only that it is
lethal, and long-lasting." His fist slamed fiercely on to the table before
him "But we will not panic - and we will not submit] We will neet this
nmonstrosity with our anger - our courage - our strength 1'

The speaker al so now struggled for control, rubbing a hand across his face.

"Your |ocal governors have begun preparations. Protective clothing will be
i ssued, shelters will be prepared, as far as possible in the time we have. Key
personnel fromeach district will be evacuated of fplanet, as niany as the

avai | abl e spacecraft can take. But these, people of Veynaa, are nerely
precautions. Your governnent is con-
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vinced, wi thout any doubt, that the rebels" threat is a bluff -that not even
they woul d dare to use such a weapon against a planet of six mllion peoplel’
Fool, thought Keill coldly. You doa't know who you're fighting - or what.

"in any case/ the Veynaan went on grimy, "they will not get a chance to do
so. They will be stopped - and our dead, on Xentain, wll be avenged. Pl ans
are now well advanced for a full mlitary strike against the Cluster. W will
wi pe those vernin off the face of their planet, and reduce their nest to
rubble 1"’

"you can't |I" Keill heard hinself shout. Fools twi ce over, he thought - for
the nonent that attack is |launched, Quern will activate the weapon, and every
living thing on Veynaa will die!

H's mind raced. He could hardly set out to stop the Veynaans and their blindly
vengeful plans. Which neant that he woul d have to stop Quern —and sonehow

al so warn the Cluster.

And that meant returning to the O uster—back into Quern's

grip-As his mnd feverishly began to nake plans, the inner door

of the airlock hissed open behind him
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Keill spun, reaching for the gun in his pocket, but as instantly letting his
hand drop. The two spacesuited nmen in the airlock ewere both armed - and their
surprise at seeing himhad not prevented themfromlevelling their energy guns
at him

They stepped in warily, glancing round, their guns unwavering as they

unf astened the visors of their space helnets and raised them Their faces were
brown, |eathery, seaned -the faces of experienced spacenen, veteran regul ars
in the Veynaan arned forces.

"Lookit this,"” the taller of the two said. "They |eft one behind."

Keill neither noved nor spoke.

"Il take a | ook around," the shorter one said. "Watch him"

The short man noved to one side, professionally cautious, staying well out of
Keill's reach. "Should be two technicians,”" he grow ed. "Wat've you..."

He stopped, catching sight of the body of the dead Veynaan. H s eyes narrowed
and his brown face flushed with rage as he saw the entry wound, the darkened
stream of blood on the dead nan's hair. "They killed one I’

The taller Veynaan, glaring, raised his gun to sight carefully at Keill's
face. "Make it one for one."

"wait," said the short man - a fractional instant before Keill noved.

The gun was | owered, and Keill held back, still standing relaxed and silent,

' Sonmebody' s gonna want to talk to this one," the short one expl ai ned.
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*Yeh." The tall one | ooked disappointed. "Have a look in the other part. And
call the other ships, tell "emwhat we found."

As the shorter one noved to the hatch of the other conpartnment, Keill was
savouring the neaning of his words. The other ships of the squad he had seen
were el sewhere - probably still seeking the shuttle. These two Veynaans had
cone alone to the satellite.

"heyl" The shorter one was staring at the bulging dent in the hatch, the
shattered | ock. "Wat coul d' ve done this ?"

The surprise in his voice made the taller man involuntarily begin to turn his

head. Before he realized his mistake, Keill had dived.

It was a headl ong, flat, |ow tackle that swept the Veynaan's |egs from under
himwhile his gun flared harm essly above Keill's head. The tall man spraw ed
on top of Keill in a tangle of threshing arns and legs, until Keill slanmed an

elbow into his belly and drove all breath and fight out of him

The shorter man was cursing and bobbing back and forth, trying to get a clear
shot that would not endanger his friend. But Keill's own gun seened to |eap
into his hand, and its energy beambit into the Veynaan's upper arm

He shrieked and dropped his gun, staggering backwards, clutching his seared
arm and overbal anced as he stunbl ed through the hatchway. Then Keill was on
his feet, snatching up his helmet and | eaping for the airlock

By the time the outer door had opened his hel met was fastened and the flitter
was in his hand. Beyond, a slender, needl e-nosed Veynaan fighter fl oated
silently, keeping pace with the satellite. Keill hurled hinmself into space
towards it.

As he did so, the inner voice of Ar clanmured into his nind

Keill! What in the cosnbs are you doi ng out there?

"at the monent," Keill said laconically, "stealing a Veynaan fighter
What ar eyou doi ng?"

Coming to find you, Ar replied. The sensors told ne that Quern

and the shuttle have returned to the Cluster. Yet | knew that your mnd -

which | was still shielding - was in space near Veynaa. \Wat happened?
"Tellyou later," Keill said quickly. In the distance he had caught sight of
five tell-tale points of light, nmoving in his direction. "In a mnute |l
have five other fighters on ny tail. Keep comng."

| amready to enter Overlight now, dr said

"willyou be able to | ocate ne?"

Keill, | could pinpoint your mind fromacross the galaxy, Gr said calnly.

Her mind withdrew as Keill plunged through the airlock of the Veynaan ship and
into its narrow, tunnel-like interior, flinging hinself into one of the two
contoured seats at the control panel. It was a conpact, up-to-date ship, much
like fighters that Keill had often flown with the Legions. Rather have ny own,
he thought, but it'll do.

As he fed power to the drive, veering the ship away fromthe satellite, the

vi ewscreens showed a spacesuited figure franed in the satellite's airlock. A
gun in the figure's hand spat an energy beam but it crackled harm essly past
as Keill swung the ship up and out of range.

But the other five Veynaan ships had sighted him no doubt being told by the
men in the satellite what had happened to their ship. They were closing fast,
in battle formation

Wthout hesitation, Keill sent his ship | eaping ahead, its drive bell ow ng
like a challenge - straight at the centre of the formation

The manoeuvre clearly took the others by surprise. The formati on wobbled a

bit, then tightened as Keill flashed towards them

They' ve recovered well, Keill thought to himself. They'll be ready to fire
just about ..

Now.

Hands flashing over the controls, Keill cut power and brutally forced the nose

of the ship down. It fell away,
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twisting and fishtailing - as five energy beans bl azed through the space it
had vacat ed.

At once Keill slamred on full power and jerked the ship up again, its drive
how i ng, its own beam raki ng upwards.

Bright flame exploded fromthe sterns of the two ships in the niddle of the
attacking group. As they faltered, Keill flashed between them neatly
intersecting the path of the attackers.

The two damaged ships spiralled away. Keill ignored them know ng that they
were only disabled, and should reach the planet safely if the pilots were good
enough. He dragged the ship over in a tight |loop, his eyes blurring darkly for
a nonent as the gravs clutched him the ship shuddering and vibrating in

protest. The three renmai ni ng Veynaans had al so begun to wheel, in a gentler
curve, but then frantically tried to twist round to bring their guns to bear
as they found Keill sweeping down on top of them

Before they could find their aim Keill's gun fired again, slashing into the

body of one of the ships - which whirled crazily away, out of control
In the same nmonent, thundering out of the enptiness, Gr was there, the

forward guns of Keill's fighter abl aze.
One of the two remai ni ng Veynaan ships jerked upwards as if it had run into an
invisible wall. Keill felt rather than heard the expl osion as flame gushed

froma gaping rent in its hull

And the fifth and last ship lost no tine in changing course, fleeing at top
speed into the distance.

W missed one, Ar's voice said.

W nust be out of practice,"keill replied with a grin.

Ar's laughter bubbled as she swng Keill's ship near. Keill thought he had
never seen anything so wel come as that sleek, blunt-nosed, wedge shape, its
bl ue Legion circlet gleam ng.

He set the Veynaan ship's computer, to leave it drifting, and once again

| eaped out into space, to float across into the opening airlock of his own
shi p.

As he stepped into his ship's interior, Gr rose to greet him-whirling around
the cramped space in one wild, delighted circuit, the tips of her w de,

di aphanous wi ngs clattering agai nst the bul kheads. Then she settled abruptly
on to his shoulder, her little hands gripping himw th painful strength,
maki ng Keill glad that she had remenbered to keep her talons retracted.

He craned round to | ook at her, grinning, and her round eyes gl owed at him
like small moons. He reached up to run an affectionate hand over the
over | apping plates of skin like soft |eather that covered her domed head and
smal I, conpact body - then snatched his hand away as she playfully snapped at
him a glint of sharp little fangs within her short mnuzzle.

| suppose | should be glad to see you, her nental voice said, striving for a
grunbl ing tone. But lam not happy at being caged in this ship for so long. |
have nearly forgotten what it is like to spread ny wings fully.

Keill noved towards the controls. *Wen this is over," he promsed, "/'// take
you sonewhere that is the nost perfect place for flying in the gal axy."

How woul d you know, ground-crawl er? she replied, her laughter rising.

As Keill slid into the famliar supporting grip of his sling-seat, dr hopped
fromhis shoulder to her own place, which Keill had rigged for her, above the
control panel. It supported her small body, and al so had attachnents to which
she coul d fasten the finger-hooks on the upper joints of her menbranous wi ngs,
| eavi ng her hands - which were also her feet - free to handle the controls.

Not so much a sling-seat, Keill had said when he had finished it, as a
sl i ng- perch.
Settled, she turned her bright round eyes to Keill again, her silent nerrinent

fading to seriousness. Now, she said, tell ne.

Quickly Keill related everything that had happened fromthe nonment that he had
left the Cluster on the shuttle with
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Quern and the others, up to the nature of the nonstrous weapon now orbiting



Veynaa, and al so what he had |l earned fromthe satellite's nmonitor screens.
A@r was gravely silent for a nonent. "Doyou think, she asked at last, the
Veynaan humans will be foolish enough to risk attacking the Custer?

"Not much doubt of it," Keill said. They're angry, and they're Uokingfor
revenge. People do foolish things when they feel like that."

Humans do foolish things much of the time, Ar replied primy. For exanple
you are doubtless now going to return to the Cluster, although Quern will
surely have you killed on sight.

"he can try," Keill said. "But be has to be stopped - and I can't do that
sitting out here."

Very well. There was a troubled note ia Ar's silent voice. WIIlyou | andyour
shi p openl y?

"i'll have to. But I'Il put it down somewhere safely out of sight of the Hone,
and those cannon."

Then he realized what was troubling Ar. "lI'msorry," he added gently. "

don't like takingyou back into Quern's range."
No matter, Ar sighed. He was probi ngyour shield constantly, when you were

near him—it is arelief to be amay fromthat power. But the shields wll

wi thstand him for as long as is necessary. And it will be useful if | am near
to hand with the ship, in case you need hel p.

Kei || nodded, reaching for the controls. But Gr stopped him

Before you enter Overlight, give me tinme to report to the Overseers, They will
be grow ng anxi ous.

"fine. 1'lIl get nyself sone food while you do so -1 don't expect much
hospitality on the Cluster."
The Overseers will want to know what you intend to do, dr added.

Tell theml'mgoing to get into the Hone, one way or another, and warn the
Cluster folk - against Quern as much as agai nst tbi Veynaans."
And if the Clusterfolk will not listen?

Then - whoever tries to stop me - 1'll have to kill Quern."
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PART THREE

) Save a odd
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Emerging from Overlight, Keill sent his ship arrowi ng down towards the

nm sshapen col | ection of planetoids and asteroids that was the Cluster. Qr
stirred, her inner voice sounding strained.

Keill, the Overseers are deeply concerned. They think that the aggressive
reacti on of Veynaa was foreseen by the Warlord, and was a part of his plan al
al ong. One way or another, Quern will seek to destroy the planet, to give the
Warlord total control over the Cluster. And the Overseers fear that the nmenory
of Moros, and its simlar destruction, will nmakej/ou reckless.

Keill grinned tightly. "LetQuern worry about that."

But Gr did not reply, for then they were nearing atnosphere, at the threshold
of Quern's tel epathic reach

On the control panel the comunicator crackled into life.

"This is Custerhone. ldentify yourself."

"keill Randor," he snapped. I'mcomng in."

A gasp of surprise fromthe voice at the other end. "Randor i They said you
were dead 1'

' They were wong. Let me speak to Joss, or Shalet.”

"They're all in the neetin" room next level," said the Clusterman. "I1'|l get
"em "

A pause, while the image of the Custer on the viewscreens seened to be
rushing towards the ship, ever |arger

Then Joss's voice, breathless with astonishment. "Keill i Goll said youd
been killed!"

"groll's wishful thinking," Keill said. Is Quern with you ?"

"The Council is in the neeting room" she replied. "Quern too - finalising

pl ans for when the Veynaans reply to the .ultinmtum™



They' Il reply all right." Quickly he outlined what he had heard on the

satellite. "Joss, the Hone will have to be evacuated - and Quern nust be
prevented from using that weapon 1'

"No, Keill." Joss's voice was | ow but determ ned. "The Veynaans may talk
bravely of attacking, but Quern is certain that they will not dare. And no
matter what happens - the Custer will not back downl

"joss, you're wong. Quern's wong - if he really believes what he says. Just

tell the Council that I"'mconming in, with a nessage that their lives wll
depend on."

"i'll tell them" Joss said doubtfully. Then she added, "Keill, how did you
get here ? What ship is that ?"

He had been prepared for the question. "Sonme kind of Veynaan ship. After G ol
left nme behind, | took it away fromthe nen who cane up to the satellite. Tel
you about it later."

He broke the connection, and turned his attention to landing as his ship
hurtl ed down through the Quster's yell ow sky.

Ski mm ng the upthrust crags of the rocks near the Hone, he quickly found what
he sought - the flat slope on the other side of the ridge where the Veynaan
ship had attacked the ground-car, just after his arrival. Retros booning
landing jets screaming, in a cloud of billow ng dust and flame he swept to a
| andi ng on the slope, hidden by the ridge fromthe C usterhonme beyond.

As he rose, A@r |looked at him a wistful, worried expression in the round
eyes. He stroked her head reassuringly, w shing he could speak to her. Then he
took an energy gun from his weapons conpartment, clipped it to his belt and
left the ship. Behind him the airlock slid shut with a sound like finality.
At the Home, a crowd had gathered in the | ower area. Nervousness as well as
excitement sounded in the buz2ing nurnmur that swept through them as Keil
entered. No one spoke to himdirectly, but they fell back, making a passage
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for Hm as he strode quickly through, staring worriedly after himas he noved
out of their sight up the spiral wal kway.

In the corridor leading to the nmeeting room Joss was waiting - pale and

| ovely, her dark eyes clouded with doubt and concern. She nmoved swiftly to
him her hands a feather-touch on his shoul ders.

"keill, I'"'mglad you're safe. But I'"'mnot sure it was wise for you to cone."

' Maybe not," he said. "But | have to find a way to stop the insanity that you
peopl e have got yourselves into. WIIl the Council listen ?"

"They'll listen - but I don't think you'll convince them" She stepped away,
and held out a hand. "And, Keill - Quern has insisted that you shouldn't enter
the neeting roomarmed. | have to ask you to give ne your gun."

Keill hesitated for only a noment. Speaking to the Council was the inportant

thing. If the worst cane to the worst, he knew he could deal with Quern as
easily with his bare hands. He freed the gun fromits belt-grip and handed it
to Joss, then wal ked wordl essly into the neeting room
As before, the Council sat at the long table, as if they had not noved since
he was | ast there. The two old nmen seemed distinctly nervous, Fillon
snoul dered with ill-conceal ed anger, and even Shal et would not nmeet Keill's
eyes. He was briefly grateful that, this time, Joss did not take her seat, but
remai ned beside him as if to I end her support to his words.
And, in the central seat, Quern was smling.

"So glad to see you safe, Randor. Goll has felt the edge of ffly anger for
his... hasty action."

Keill | ooked at himsilently, his eyes noving to the conpact case of dark
metal that the albino held, attached to a strap slung across his bony
shoul ders. No doubt it was the renpte activator for the controls of the
orbiting ultrafreighter, and its terrible cargo.

He swng his eyes to take in the rest of the Council. "Joss

have told you what | want to say. The Veynaans arc going to attack the
Cluster, before the time limt on your ultimtumruns out. Maybe any nonent.
And it won't be just a hit-and-run raid. They're comng in force to level the



Horme, to wi pe you out."

Fillon | eaned back, sneering. "Are you carrying nessages fromthe Veynaans now
23

"My nessage is about the Veynaans, not fromthem" Keill snapped. "Listen to
me! I'mtrying to save your lives, and the lives of all the Custerfol kl'
'Sounds nmore like you're trying to save the Veynaans 1" Fillon spat.
"i'mtrying to prevent nore slaughter,” Keill replied. "Slaughter that would
horrify you - sonme of you - if you stopped to think about it."

Besi de him Joss stirred. "You said nore slaughter.™

'There were two hundred and thirty Veynaans on that planet Quern used to
denonstrate your weapon on. An exploratory team And | don't doubt Quern knew
it."

The others turned to the al bino, shock registering on the faces of Shal et and
the two ol d nen.

Quern shrugged coldly. "There are casualties in every war."

"casualties?" Keill said bitterly. "You're sitting there with the power to
murder millions of people - and you're planning to use it 1

Shal et interrupted, her broad face frightened. "But Keill -Quern has said al
al ong that the Veynaans'l| give way, that the weapon won't ever be used."
"and | say it again," Quern put in. "The Veynaans may make warli ke noi ses
anong t hensel ves, but they will not nove against us."

"even if they do," Fillon added darkly, "we can't just run and hide and give
themthe victory. Not if we and our children are going to have the kind of
future that we have been fighting for |*
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Keill clenched his fists angrily. "There will be no future, for any of you, if
you give Quern his way. You nmust all see that. You nust realize that Quern
wants to use that weapon - just as he has been using your revolution. For his
own insane, evil purposes I’

There was a bl ank, stunned silence. Then Fillon's lip curled again. "That's an
absurd statenent. What are these purposes Quern is supposed to have ?*

In that noment, Keill knew that he had | ost them He could not introduce into
this gathering the truth about the Death-wing and its evil Master. He had no
way of proving such statenments - and even in making them he woul d be revealing
nore about hinself, and why he was there, than he dared.

And Quern | aughed. "See, he has no answer." He rose to his full height, the
icy smle fading. "W have listened to this foolishness | ong enough. To ny
mnd, it is deeply suspicious. Here is Randor, returning in a ship that he
admts is Veynaan, filled with wild tales about a Veynaan attack, seeking to

underm ne our courage, our will to win I" One skeletal white hand sl apped down
on the table. "That, to me, is no |less than treachery 1’
A further silence fell. Keill glared round the table, but saw that even Shal et

seened confused and worried by Quern's words, while the faces of the others
had hardened, as if convinced that the al bino was right.

Quern cocked a white eyebrow, his nmouth twisting in an acid, triunphant grin.
And once again within Keill an incandescent fury began to build, channelled
and controlled to feed the power that was on the verge of exploding. He poised
hinself to do what he had to do - the only alternative left to him

"i haven't come to betray you," he said, eyes blazing. |I've

>me to save you from betrayal - and worse. And | wll."

H s muscles tensed for the final |eap at Quern's skinny throat But in that

i nstant he sensed novenent behind and
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besi de him And he held back, trying to tarn, to redirect his forward | unge.
He did not see the blow But he felt it, Iike a sunburst in his head. Then he
felt nothing nore.
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He awoke -with what seenmed to be laughter all around him dying away as his
consci ousness returned. Deathw ng | aughter, cruel and gloating. O perhaps,



out of sonme nightmare, the laughter of death itself, drawing near - his own
death, that of nmany Cdusterfol k, the negadeat hs of Veynaans.

He sat up carefully, letting dizziness and the poundi ng of his head subside.
He was lying on a bunk in a cubicle - perhaps the same one that he had used
bef ore. The door was no doubt | ocked, and probably guarded, though no sound
penetrated fromthe corridor outside. And he was manacl ed.

H s hands and feet were enbedded in two bl ocks of clear plastic, a famliar
enough form of restraint on the Inhabited Wrlds. The plastic would have been
liquefied until his hands and feet had been placed within it - then a

nol ecul ar hardener woul d have been added, to transformit into solid,

unbr eakabl e bl ocks. Somewhere there would be a key, a sonic device that would
alter the stresses within the plastic and crunble it into dust. But he had no
doubt that Quern would be in charge of the key.

H's Legion training rallied, bringing a clear-ninded calmto rinse away the
frustration and fury that threatened to build within him Coolly, he assessed
his position.

He had failed, of course, completely. The Home woul d not have been evacuat ed,
even though the Veynaan attack m ght cone at any second. Quern was still fully
in charge. And even Joss had turned against him at the last - probably swayed
by Quern's accusation of treachery, or driven by her own fierce dedication to
the Quster's ains.

Wrst of all, he thought sourly, she had even hit himewith his own gun. He
m ght have done well to renenber, sooner, how quickly she could nove.

Look for positive factors, he told hinself. But he knew they were few, and
thin. At |least Quern had allowed himto remain alive, for unknown reasons -

t hough the plastic manacl es reduced the value of that fact. And, nore
positively, dr was nearby - though, again, she would not know what had

happened and so woul d not know what action to take, until, perhaps, it was too
| at e.
In a way, Keill thought, it's too bad I wasn't killed. @ r would have sensed

that, and then she woul d have noved agai nst Quern. Probably nore effectively
than | have.

He surveyed his surroundings - but could see nothing of use in the nearly
enpty cubicle. Pointlessly he strained every gramof his strength against the
confining plastic He rolled off the bunk and struck the cube that gripped his
arms, in front of his body, fiercely against the floor, then against the mnetal
base of the bunk. The hard plastic was not even scratched.

He lay still, his mind searching fot even a hint of a possibility.

And the cubicle door opened.

Shal et cane in. Gone was all the bluff cheeriness that was normal to the big
worman. She seened hunched, ol der. Wrry had etched deeper lines in her broad
face, and her clenched hands were trenbling slightly.

Keill hoisted hinself to a sitting position on the floor. "How did you get in?
Isn't there a guard?"

She nodded. "Friend of mine. Told himofficial business.” Her nmouth tw sted.
"Maybe it is, too. Keill, I got to talk to youl'’

"all right," Keill said wyly. Tm not goi ng anywhere."

Shal et wrung her hands. Tm scared, that's whatl Quern's been sayin" sone funny
t hi ngs, actin" odd, ever since he got
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back last time. He acts -i dunno - he acts hungy, sort of, an" eager, like as
if everythin" that's happeni n" makes himreal happy and excited. An" he's got
that Groll doin" whatever he says, and Fillon - and Joss, too. You know she
hit you ?" Keill nodded, grimacing.

"whol e Council's under his thumb now. "Cept ne, | guess. But | got to
noticin', whenever Quern tal ked about what'd happen in the Quster once we'd

won, he started sayin" "I", not "we". As if he'll be runnin" things, alone.
An" then when you canme back, an" said what you did..." Her heavy jaw set
solidly. "I always had a good feelin" about you, Keill, an" | don't think

you're a traitor 1" "Thanks for that," Keill said quietly.



an" | tell you what | do think -i think Quern's sick, that's what | | think
he's out for power, like you said - an" doesn't care who he hurts, or how many
he kills 1’

"you don't know how right you are, Shalet," Keill said. TDo any other
Clusterfolk feel Iike that ?"

She shrugged. "Dunno. Everybody knows what you said about the Veynaans com n"
- you know how news gets round the Home. Lots of people have left - scattered
out in the rocks sonmewhere, just in case. |I'mthinkin" of goin', too. But I
didn't want to | eave you here. Quern said sonethin" about havin" a |ot of
guestions to ask you - an" he didn't | ook Iike he was goin" to ask themnice."
"i can imagine." Keill held up his plastic-encased hands. "But how can you get
me out ?"

Shal et gl anced over her shoul der at the door, then tugged sonething out of a
pocket. Not a weapon, but a short, thia tube with an oddly shaped bul ge at one
end. The sonic key.

Keill stared at it, amazed, then grinned at the grey-haired wonan. "Shal et,
could kiss you. How did you get it ?"

She beaned. "Goll had it - he was the one who put you in themthings after

Joss whacked you. | just told himl'd | ook

after it, and he handed it over. After all, I"'mstill head of the Council -
an" Goll's as stupid as he is big."

"you're a genius." Keill held out the manacles on his hands, Shalet raised the

sonic key - then they both halted, listening.

The sky outside the Hone seened at once to be filled with a throbbing,
runbling roar - as if the grandfather of all thunderstorns was unl eashing its
wr at h.

The massive building vibrated. It shook again, and again, as if pounded by
some gigantic fist. The corridor beyond the cubicle filled with the sounds of
pl asti gl ass smashi ng, people scream ng, the clatter of running feet.

*Keilll" Shalet yelled. "The Veynaansl'

Beneath themthe floor rippled and heaved. Shal et, ashen-faced, |ost her

bal ance, stunbled to her knees noaning in fright.

"quick 1" Keill's voice slashed across her hysteria like a whip, as he held up
his trapped hands. Funbling, weeping, Shalet brought the key into position. It
made no sound above the violent tunult beyond the cubicle, but the plastic
fell away, crunbling to powder.

He snatched the key, freed his legs, then sprang up, grasping Shalet's arm
draggi ng her roughly to her feet.

Then he flung open the cubicle door. The guard was standing in panic-stricken
i ndeci sion, watching the terrified C usterfolk pouring past himin a huddl ed,
scream ng mass. He began to turn as the cubicle door opened, but Keil
effortlessly plucked the laserifle fromhis hands.

"get out while you can, friend," Keill said gently.

The guard | ooked around wildly, then turned and fled into the throng. Keil
pul | ed Shal et out of the cubicle, thrusting the laserifle at her

"Shalet, if these people panic conpletely, nost of themw |l die inside the
Hormel They need direction now - they need you I’
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The big woman st eadi ed herself, eyes clearing, jaw setting firm "Right - |I'm
all right now "

Keill gripped her shoulder in reassurance, then turned and plunged into the

crowmd. Behind himhe heard Shalet's powerful voice boom ng, rising even above
t he t hunderous, crashing explosions that spelled the end of the Hone.

He noved through the packed, stanpeding people with desperate speed, pushing,
shoul deri ng, dodging. At [ast he was on the wal kway, springing up the deserted

ascendi ng spiral, ignoring the frenzied stream of people pouring down the
descender.

He was remenbering what Joss had said about the Council waiting in the neeting
room for the Veynaan reply to the ultimatum They might still be there, now

that the Veynaans had replied with viol ence and death. He might still have a



chance to stop Quern, and to save Joss and the others.
The upper levels of the Home were nearly enpty when he reached them and the
wr eckage more conplete. Cracked and shattered walls, lunps of plasticrete

flung fromthe Hone's exterior, littered the corridor. But he did not slacken
speed, sidestepping or hurdling the obstacles. Beneath himthe floor |eaped
and bucked, like a living thing, as a heavy expl osion nearby ripped at the

bui | di ng. But he kept his balance, hurtling through the neeting rooms doors
that hung tw sted and askew.

Wthin was chaos and destruction. One wall of the roomno | onger existed, and
snoki ng, hal f-nolten rubble [ay heaped on the fl oor where the table had stood.
Keill feverishly kicked through the weckage, but found only broken shards of
the table. No bodies.

So all the Council had got out.

They m ght have tried to nake it to the shuttles, he thought. O they m ght
have been on the descendi ng wal kway, among the crowds, even as he had rushed
up the ascender.

But one way or another he knew that, as he stood there,
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Quern mght be pressing the switches that would murder a | world.

He sprinted back to the wal kway, ignhoring the continuing blasts that tore at
the fabric of the upper levels all around him The descendi ng wal kway was
nearly enpty now, save for a few stragglers. And the |ower |evels were
enptying fast, as the Clusterfolk streaned out of the many exits, away from
their dyi ng Hore.

Qutside, it was a scene froman inferno. Flane and snoke darkened the sky, the
screans of terrified and injured people cut shrilly through the manic bell ow
of attacking spacecraft. Above the Hone, the dart-shapes of a dozen Veynaan
fighters wheel ed and di ved, energy beans slashing and pounding at the

buil ding. On the roof of the Home, a few remaining | aser cannon bravely spat
defiance - but even as Keill |ooked up, the whole of the two upper |levels
col l apsed in a deafening eruption of smoke and dust.

And in the distance, Veynaan warships were settling on to the rocks, armed nen
in full battledress pouring fromtheir airlocks as they touched down.

The Veynaans were | anding on the far side of the basin where the Honme stood,
away fromthe ridge that sheltered his ship. If any Veynaan fighters had
spotted his ship, it would have been a sitting target. But nore likely the
Veynaans were concentrating on levelling the Honme. And Keill knew that dr
would wait for himuntil the very last mnute - and, if necessary, |onger

He rounded a spur of rock, seeing that the Veynaan foot soldiers had rapidly
nmoved cl oser, spreading their formation into a wi de, sweeping, relentless
curve. But some of the Clusterfolk were rallying, forming small pockets of
resi stance - tucking thenselves into the shelter of the rocks, laserifles

bl azing at the attackers.

A group of such rifles was firing froman outcrop to Keill's right. Crouching,
he noved towards them - and heard with

pl eased surprise the resonant voice of Shalet, directing the fire.

There were five in the group, including Shalet - their snoke-bl ackened faces
set like stone with fierce determnation. Shalet greeted Keill with a whoop of
joy, and alnmost in the sanme instant dropped a Veynaan with a | anci ng beam from
her rifle.

' Shal et, do you know what happened to Quern, or the others?*

She shook her head. "Haven't seen "em | heard old Bennen was killed, in the
Hone - and Rint's out here sonewhere, with a rifle. Don't know about Quern."
She fired again, mssed, cursed richly. *But sonebody said one of the shuttles
lifted off just before the Veynaans got here."

The galling taste of failure rose in Keill again. He guessed that Quern had
paid nore heed to Keill's warning than the al bino had been willing to adnit,
and had made his getaway -nost |ikely taking Joss al ong.

It was past tinme, Keill thought disnmally, to make his own getaway.

He gl anced round the bulwark of the outcrop. The Veynaans were al nbst on them



- and carrying hand beaners and energy guns, far nmore powerful than the

out -dated | asers.

"you'll have to nove, Shalet 1" he shouted urgently. "You'll be cut off in a
couple of mnutes 1

The big woman nodded and bel | owed at her group. They slid down into a gully
that ran beneath the outcrop, then hesitated.

"This way," Keill barked. There's a good ridge not so far fromhere, and ny
ship is just beyond it. Let's nove I’

Instinctively his voice had taken on the conmandi ng tone of a Legion officer
As instinctively, the five formed up behind him trotting obediently along as

Keill noved ahead al ong the gully.
The wrinkl ed, creased slopes of the basin that contained
91

t he Hone produced plenty of gullies, furrows and shall ow ravi nes, interspersed
between its ridges and crests. These | ow areas offered shelter and a tangled

network of paths that might take themneat Keill's ship with a m ni num of
exposur e.
And one quick glance around fromthe height of the outcrop had given Keill a

picture of the terrain, now printed like a three-dinmensional map on his nind' s
eye. He could see the twisting, mazy route that he nust take as if it were a
bright ted neandering line on that map.

Urging Shalet and the others to greater speed, he raced ahead of them al ong
that route, nore and nore desperate to get out of the basin, up on to the
ridge where G r was waiting.

But around a craggy shoul der of rock, where one gully intersected another, the
way was bl ocked.

Two Veynaan soldiers, on the level floor of the gully, spun towards him guns
sweepi ng round.

Keill was still unarmed. But the Veynaan beanms bl asted not hing but rock behind
himas he flung hinself into a flat dive to one side, against the rough
sloping rock at the side of the gully.

Hi s hands struck for an instant, and then he rebounded as if his arns were
springs. The battering-raminpact of his boots flung the first Veynaan off his

feet - and Keill followed through into a twisting roll, reaching for the first
sol dier's dropped gun as that of the second nman spurted fl ane.

The beam blistered rock only centimetres away fromKeill's rolling form but

t he Veynaan had no second chance. Behind Keill, Shalet's |aser fizzed, and the

Veynaan dr opped.
Keill sprang up, holding the first soldier's gun, grinning tautly at Shalet.
"I"ve got a lot to thank you for."

Her echoing smile flashed. "I reckon we're about even." Then the snile faded
to seriousness. "Keill - that ship of yours. | reckon we ain't comn'.’

Keill | ooked surprised. Beyond the gully, the thunderous
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fire of the Veynaan fighters had become only sporadic now. But the air was
torn with the bl azing crackle of energy guns, the shrieks of fleeing and dyi ng
peopl e and scattered bursts of answering laser fire, as the Veynaan forces
advanced upon the overwhel m ngly out nunmbered C usterfolKk.

Shal et shrugged. "W ain't gonna win this fight, but we ain't gonna run from

it either.” Her eyes nmisted slightly. i wish we'd listened to you. I wi sh w'd
st opped Quern."
"So do |I." He took her hand, groping for the right words to gay. But the words

never cane.
I nstead, a heart-stopping sound froze himin his tracks.

A scream Hi s own nanme, in a screamof pure agony and terror, drawn-out,
weakeni ng, trailing away.

And a screamthat was silent. That was heard only in his nind

dr.
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Keill raced over the rocks like a blind, unstoppable projectile, arrowing in a
perfectly straight Iine towards the steep ridge that hid his ship.

He had hardly been aware of Shalet's grunt of surprise as he had suddenly
flung hinmsel f away, up the slope of the gully at top speed. He" hardly | ooked
at the crunbling, cracked, treacherous surface of the rocks beneath him
letting instinct and reflexes maintain his sure-footed bal ance. He was unaware
of the occasional random energy beamthat sizzled past himor splintered rock
at his feet, as he sprinted across the furrowed terrain. He did not even think
of the Veynaan gun that he had acquired, and that he had thrust into his belt
at his back, to keep it out of the way during his half-crouched, headl ong
dash.

But for all his blazing speed, for all the unthinking cold fear and fury that
gripped him he was still a |egionary. Though he | eaped w t hout slow ng up the
near slope of the ridge that he sought, he slid at once to a halt before
reaching the top, and raised his head with slow caution to peer over the crest
towards his ship.

It rested as he had left it. No Veynaan energy beam seemed to have been flung
at it; no sound or sign of novenent cane fromit.

But the ship had been | anded so that the airlock was on the far side, not
visible fromwhere Keill crouched. He ghosted over the lip of the ridge, down
the far slope, circling the ship.

The airl ock was open, the | anding ranp extended. And at the foot of the ranp
stood a nenaci ng, hul king figure.
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Goll - with a laserifle levelled at Keil Ts chest, and a brutal

smle twisting his thick lips.

'Master Quern said you'd be along." The smile broadened. "Always right, him"
Goll could not have seen the Veynaan gun, in Keill's belt at the back. But
Keill did not reach for it - did not respond directly in any way. |Instead, the
strength seenmed to drain out of him H s head dropped, his shoul ders sl unped,
his hands dangled linply at his sides. He stunbled slightly as he noved
towards the ship.

Goll grinned cruelly at the visible signs of defeat. "Took on nore'n y" c'd
handl e, didn't y', legionary?" He notioned abruptly with the rifle towards the

ramp. cln y" go."

Keill noved forward |ike a sleepwal ker. Goll stepped aside, the rifle
unwavering, as Keill reached the foot of the ranp. He took a pl odding step up
then another. One nore would bring himlevel with the watchful Goll, and the
gun at Keill's back woul d be visible.

He began the next step, then seened to stunble again, sagging forward.

Goll, chuckling coarsely, swng the rifle around, the heavy butt |ashing out
brutally to drive Keill forward.

But it missed its target

In that fragment of time Keill's right hand blurred -reachi ng back, plucking

t he Veynaan gun fromhis belt, firing unerringly across his back

And Groll's heavy body crashed backwards to the ground, his chest a snoking
ruin.

Keill turned towards the airlock. But before he could take the four paces into
his ship, a voice floated out to himfromwithin.

A voice cold as death itself, tinged with laughter that bore an infinity of
mal i ce. The voice of Quern. "If that was your gun, Randor - and I'msure it
was -
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throwit into the ship. And then follow it in very carefully. O | shall turn
this creature of yours into ashes.”

Keill scarcely hesitated. The gun went clattering in through the airlock, and
he wal ked in after it, keeping his hands visible.

But as he stepped through the inner door, he stopped as if he had been struck.
The bl ood congealed in his veins, his mnd reel ed.

Ar lay in a crunpled heap on top of the control panel



She lay on her side, nmotionless, her hands |linp, her eyes blank and sightless,
her wi ngs hal f - opened beneath her |ike crunpled | eaves.

"Tricked you I* Quern's gloating |aughter resounded fromthe bul kheads. It is
al ready deadl And so will you be, legionary, if you novel

Keill turned slowy, painfully, as if his nuscles were strangers to him Quern
stood towards the rear of the ship's interior, a beamgun levelled at Keill
The albino's red eyes drilled into him the manic |aughter slashing like a
whip. At once within Keill the nunbness of shock gave way to a volcanic flood
of killing fury. He was on the point of |aunching hinself at Quern's throat,
what ever the energy gun did to himin the process.

But Quern saw the blazing rage in Keill's eyes and took a nervous step
backwards. As he did so, the black netal case slung round his shoul der cl anged
agai nst the bul khead.

And that sound sliced through Keill's torrential rage, and reawakened his
control.
A still rational fragment of his mind drew conclusions. Quern was stil

carrying the weapon's activating mechanism and he was here, not on the
shuttle. So there was a chance, for reasons he could not guess, that the
weapon had not yet been used.

'Move away!" Quern screamed. "Over by the controls I

Keill noved as he was directed. The glaring msts of his
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fury began to clear, and his bal anced, cool alertness was restored. There w ||
be a chance, he told hinmself. To avenge Ar and save the planet, at once, wll
make victory the sweeter. Quern's gloating snmile returned as he saw Kei l
apparently subm ssive. He stepped forward, positioning hinmself near the
airlock, the gun held firm "Now take the ship up," he ordered. "Gently- no
tricks with acceleration 1'

Keill bent silently over the small body of Ar, lifting her swith care into
her special sling-seat, snmoothing the linp, delicate wi ngs. Then, obediently,
he slid into his own sling-seat and lifted the ship up into the Cluster's

yel | ow sky.

"excel lent," Quern snarl ed. "The Veynaans may wel | pursue us, but
you will be able to enter Overlight before they beconme dangerous. Set a course
to energe in deep space beyond Veynaa, on its far side." Keill's hands noved
over the controls. i was naturally reluctant to performthe final act of this

drama without being on hand to watch it," Quern went on. "And it was good of
you to provide me with a ship, when the Veynaans destroyed the second shuttle.
| had thought for a nmonent that | mght not personally have the pleasure of
pressing the sw tches."

Keill said nothing, but a fierce triunph [ eaped within him The planet was
still unhar ned.

"i ndeed, everything has worked out better than | dared hope." The | aughter was
a vicious giggle. "Wen the Veynaans attacked so suddenly | feared that | had
| ost you. But | night have known you would find a way out. Wth Shalet's help,
no doubt ?"

Still silent, Keill puzzled over the vague but om nous neani ng of Quern's
words. But at |east the al bino, enjoying what seened to be his victory, was
tal king freely.

i thought you wanted to | ose ne/ he said, letting his voice seem dull

def eat ed

'So you have not becone speechl ess?" Quern sniggered.

| &z

*Excellent No, you are quite inmportant to nme. \When we have watched ny little
show, we will journey awhile together -and I will seek nore of your
conversation."

In the viewscreens, as Keill's ship left atnosphere, the distant flares of a

squad of Veynaan fighters, racing in pursuit, slid into view against the
background. of starry vastness. But within seconds, the screens blurred - and
the views of deep space were replaced by the blank and enpty not hi ngness of



Overlight.
' Then you can tell me nore about yourself, l|egionary,"” Quern continued,

grinning like a skull. "And about that. A telepathic alien - fascinating.
Regrettable that it resisted me, and that nmy mnd-force was too powerful for
it. I mght have |l earned many interesting things fromit."

"and made The One very pleased,” Keill added quietly.

There was a hiss of surprise from Quern. "So your "wi ng of death" remark was
not coincidence," he said, his voice icily thoughtful. "Mre and nore
fascinating. A legionary who has survived the death of his world, who cones
posi ng as a wecked space drifter but has a ship containing a telepathic alien
- and who knows nore of the Deathwing and its | eader than he has any right to

know." The red eyes studied Keill |like a specinmen on a slide. "This nystery
will intrigue the Master hinself. The One is already |ooking forward to prying
out your secrets."

Sonething odd in that last remark tried to force itself on Keill's attention

But he was concentrating instead on the disturbing information that Quern had
al ready contacted the Deat hwi ng's nanel ess | eader, and had passed on
i nformati on about Keill.

Still, it had to happen sonetime, he thought He had been lucky in his first
meeting with one of the Deathw ng, who had not comunicated with his | eader
before he died at Keill's hands. And in any case it would not matter. He had

no intention of remaining the docile prisoner of the nmaniac who had nurdered
dr.
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Around himthe viewscreens shinmered. The wel cone reality of space sprang to
l[ife on the screens as the ship emerged from Overlight. Putting the controls
on manual, Keill rotated the ship slowy - until a small, bright spheroid that
was the planet Veynaa was fixed in the centre of the forward screen

As he did so, his eye caught a snmall flare in the distant black depths, and
recogni zed the planetary drive of another ship.

Quern had spotted it too. "Ah, ny little fail-safe seens to be in position."
Kei || understood at once. "The shuttle?" e<Precisely. On its way to the
freighter, to stand by. If anything had happened to ne— Quern grinned

mal i ciously at Keill'—they would activate the weapon directly. As it is, when
| press the switches, they will know at once, and will have tine to get
clear."”

Quern reached down to the netal case slung round his shoul ders and flipped
open the lid, to reveal rows of nulticol oured swtches.

Keill stirred, reaching for words, any words, to create a delay that m ght
gi ve himthe openi ng he needed. "What's going to happen, when you use those
switches ?"

The al bino snmirked. "I wondered if you would be curious. And | am happy to
enlighten you. Sone of these switches will operate the freighter's controls,
bringing it out of Overlight, altering its orbit. That will warn nmy fail-safe,
to get clear. . Wien the freighter is well into the Veynaan atnosphere, the
contai ner of the weapon will be opened - and its contents expelled. Then

m nute quantities of the radioactive substance will begin a reaction -

sub-m croscopic at first, accelerating at great speed into a chain reaction
It alters the very nature of the air itself- so that in nonments the planet
will be enveloped in a radioactivity that instantly and fatally enters the
body of every air-breathing thing." He giggled, horribly. "As you will know,
Randor, from having seen Moros." At the nention of his dead world's nane,
every scrap of
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Keill's control was needed to keep himfromleaping, suicid-ally, at Quern's
throat. But he fought his fury again, and won. Coldly he said, "What is this
magi cal radioactivity? | know of no such substance."

Tf you did," Quern tittered, "you would be only the second in the galaxy to
know - after nyself."

Keill blinked, taken aback by the inplications. "You mean that.. .you are..."



' The creator of the weapon, yes," Quern announced, draw ng hinself up. "I ama
scientist, Randor, not a gunman. A great scientist. The radioactivity is ny
own di scovery - and no one in the Deathwi ng, not the One, not the Master

hi nsel f, can fathomthe physics that led me toit. It is mint, |egionary, mne
al one 1"’

If that is true, Keill thought fiercely, then when you die, the secret of this
nmonstrosity dies with you

"Now, " Quern said, red eyes gleaming manically, |let us proceed."”

Skel etal white fingers clawed over the switches. But the gun in the other hand
did not quiver a mllimetre. Desperately Keill sought a way to delay a noment
| onger, perhaps to make Quern forget hinself, to make that gun nuzzl e waver
-for just |ong enough.

"are you really insane enough," he asked harshly, "to kill so many millions of
people ?"

Dermoni ¢ anger flared in Quern's eyes. Insane? Small m nds al ways see insanity
when they | ook at a superior being I'

Keill shook his head. i have met superior beings, Quern. One of themlies
there." He gestured towards Ar's still form "Superior beings do not

sl aughter worlds. Only hom cidal maniacs do."

That, he knew, was the turning point, make or break. He was poised like a

not ched arrow, ready for the faintest opening that Quern night allow

But Quern all owed none. Perhaps the prospect of destroying Veynaa gripped him
too firmy to allow Keill's barbs to
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underm ne his caution. The ted eyes narrowed. Quern stepped away, his back to
the airlock, putting nore space between hinself and Keill

i see," he hissed. "You wish to anger nme, to nake ne carel ess. But you will
not I amready for you, |egionary."

A bl oodl ess finger curved over the gun's firing stud.

Wul d you shoot me, Quern," Keill said quickly, *when the One wants ne alive
o

"The Master's plan requires the destruction of Veynaa," Quern snarl ed.

"\What ever secrets you mght reveal are of secondary inportance.”

Agai n, an oddness in the words nudged at Keill's awareness. But he coul d not
focus on it He was too overwhel mingly aware of the task he nust perform

Quern woul d not be diverted or thrown off balance. The gun renai ned
rock-steady, and within seconds the swi tches would be thrown.

Keill knew that he would have to charge full into the nuzzle of the gun - and
woul d need all his speed and strength and will to stay alive |long enough to
get his hands on Quern

And even then the planet woul d not be preserved - for Quern's "fail-safe" in
the shuttle would activate the weapon

Even so, he thought grimy, it will be worth it H s death -and Ar's - would
not be entirely nmeani ngl ess. The Deat h-wi ng woul d not have a live Keill Randor
to interrogate, putting the Overseers at risk. And the frightful weapon that
was Quern's secret would be lost to the Warlord

Quern was watching himcoldly, the cruel snile twitching at his pale |ips.
"Resign yourself, Randor. Be still, and watch the viewscreen. | only w sh that
| had tine to bypass that strange barrier of yours - | would enjoy reading
your inner reactions to what you are about to see.™

In the last instant before Keill flung hinself suicidally at the al bino,
realization burst like a flare within him

That was what had been so odd about those earlier remarks i Quern had spoken
of prying out his secrets - and now of his

|

ebarrier” - as if Kcill's mind was still shiel ded

VWhi ch could only nean. .

But before he could conplete the thought, Quern screaned.

He staggered backwards, screamng again, a thin shriek of pain. H s face was
contorted, the veins and cords of his neck jutting |ike ropes. The beam gun



dropped, harm essly, and he danped his hands as if in agony to his head.

Even before the gun | anded, Keill was upon him

He struck only once, with his fist. But every gramof his weight, every
fraction of his towering fury, was released into that bl ow

H's fist crashed into the centre of Quern's white, screant ing face. Bone
splintered, blood spurted, masking the whiteness with red.

Quern's body was flung away, back against the inner door of the airlock. But -
to Keill's astoni shnment - the door had opened, and the al bino thudded linply
into the airlock chanber.

Then the inner door closed - and before Keill could turn or nove, the ship
heel ed violently to one side, throwi ng himoff balance. The hiss of escaping
ai r sounded unmi stakeably fromthe opening of the airlock's outer door

Then Keill righted hinmself and swung round - to be halted again, for a very
different reason.

A r was up, her great wi ngs half-spread, her hands flickering over the ship's
controls.

Above her, a viewscreen showed a glinpse of Quern's white, notionless body,
drifting away into space, the activator dangling uselessly, trailed by the
red, frozen crystals of his blood |like a conet's tail

Keill stared at dr, speechless, as she turned to regard himw th | uni nous
round eyes.
"You were dead |I" he whispered al oud.

Your thought is poorly formed, Ar said reprovingly. Please stop gaping, and
tell me what we nust do next.
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Keill slumped into his sling-seat, trying to focus his scranbl ed t houghts.
"Why didyou |l et me tbinkyou were dead?" he asked A r, reproachfully.

| apol ogise for that, dr said, sounding not at all apologetic. But | could
hardly | ower ny shields and reassure you

"you were shielding, all the tine you were lying there, w thout Quern

knowi ng?"

Certainly. My shielding, as |I told you, seens too alien for human telepaths to
recogni se. They nust see it as an absence of thought, a non-existence - easily
confused wi th deat h.

As Keill shook his head, nystified as ever by the strange nature of telepathy,
Ar went on to tell himwhat had happened.

Quern had arrived at KeilPs ship only mnutes after the Veynaan attack had
begun. And as the al bino had entered the 6hip, Ar had | owered her shields.
"just like that?" Keill asked. Wen you knew bow strong hi was?"

You had to he warned, Gr replied sinply. And be bad to be stopped from
lifting off, inyour ship.

But the noment that Gr's mnd was open to him Quern had hurled a ferocious
psychic blast at her - then another and another. Under that terrible battering
she knew that she could not survive for long, so she began rebuilding her
nmental shield - and Keill's - alittle at a tine.

To Quern it nust have seened that my mind was fading, dying, she said. | let
my wings flutter and droop, and when ny shield was conplete and ny body still,
he was sure be bad killed ne.
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"So was 7/ Keill put in.

Your reaction made ny portrayal all the nmore convincing, Ar said, with a
smle in her voice. OF course | left ny eyes open, so | could see. And when it
was plain that you were going to |l eap at Quern, despite his gun, | dropped ny
shield and struck Mnwith the strongest nental blast | could nuster

The images rose in KeilPs mind - Quern's agoni zed screans, then the

bl ood- masked body col |l apsing into the airl ock..

An unpl easant death, dr conmrented. But well deserved.

"it's not the end, though,"” Keill said quickly.

As he told her about the others - Quern's fail-safe - he quickly scanned the



vi ewscreens. The shuttle was out of visual range, but the sensors on the
control panel revealed a tell-tale blip. The other ship was hal fway round the
pl anet fromKeill's position

It might already be at rendezvous with the freighter, he thought, and putting
a stop to the huge ship's randomdips in and out of Overlight. But there would
still be tine. Keill could hurl his own ship into Overlight, and arrive at the
shuttle's present position in seconds.

He set the controls, and the viewscreens altered at once ta the blank void of

Overlight.

Can we stop themfrom activating the weapon? dr asked.

"with luck," Keill said. "They're only on standby - they won't know Quern's
dead, jet."

They wi Il know whenyou appear, A r pointed out.

"but then," Keill said fiercely, "they won't have tine to do anything about

it."

Anddoj ou know, G r added, who "they"are?

Keill's eyes darkened. "I have a pretty good idea."

As he spoke, the viewscreens shimered. They were back In normal space - and
ahead, outlined against the stars, was the dark cylinder of the

ul trafreighter.

Keill slamred on full power, and his ship screamed down towards the huge ship.
The shuttle had vani shed, no doubt already within the freighter. But its
occupants, not expecting to be pursued, had not altered the automatic action
of the docki ng bay.

It slid obediently aside as Keill's ship approached, and he plunged into the
opening, retros thundering, slanmng his ship down jarringly on to the | anding
pad - next to the bul bous shape of the shuttle.

There was no sign around the pad of a human figure. For the necessary seconds
Keill sat still, inmpatience struggling to overcone bis control, while life
support was restored in the freighter's stern conpartment. At last his ship
sensors showed that it was safe to go out He sprang up, snatching another
energy gun from his weapons store.

"They'll be in the control roomby now," he told Ar swiftly. "Stay with the

ship."

Keill... G@r began unhappily. But the airlock had opened, and he was gone.
Beyond the flane-scarred | andi ng pad, one of the wheel-less, two-seater
personnel carriers stood idle on the auto-nmagnetic strip. Keill leaped into

it, slamming its starting |l ever ahead to send it forward. The carrier had only
one forward speed - and inpatience built to desperation within himas it
trundl ed al ong wi th agoni zi ng sl owness.

He gl anced over the edge of the trackway, down into the shadowy depths of the
freighter. It was as enpty as before, with a few work-robots still standing
idle, arns drooping like the branches of dead trees.

It was likely, he thought, that one of the people fromthe shuttle would cone
back towards the launching pad, to investigate the arrival of a second ship.
But there was only one way to cone - along the suspended trackway of the
Vehi cl es whi ch connected the | anding pad and the control room
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O course there was a flat hoist elevator at the |anding pad, and anot her at
the freighter's far end serving the control room to give access to the deck
of the cargo hold bel ow. But no one would go down that way to investigate
Keill's arrival. The trackway was too high, and an occupant of one of the
carriers would be hidden from someone gazi ng upwards fromthe deck

The small car slid onwards, passing through a doorway, automatically opened,
inthe first of the vast bul kheads that divided the freighter into sections.
Ahead, the trackway remai ned enpty, the hollow vault of the freighter silent.
Then anot her bul khead, anot her doorway. . .

And beyond, another of the carriers. On the parallel track next to Keill's,
conm ng towards him towards the | anding pad.

Wthin it, the figure of a man - half-rising to his feet in alarmat the sight



of Keill.
It was Fillon - pale and wide-eyed with startled panic, raising a hand that
clutched the unnmi st akeabl e shape of an energy gun

The gun in Fillon's hand crackl ed, but the beam flashed far over Keill's head.
The two cars trundl ed on towards each other

Tillon," Keill shouted, "Quern's dead - the rebellion is finished! It's over!
Put the gun down!"

Fillon's answer was another wildly aimed shot, and another. Keill could see
that the Custerman's hand was shaking badly - yet the next shot bit into the
trackway only half a nmetre fromKeill's car, and the next sizzled not nuch
farther away fromKeill's right shoul der

Keill crouched, eyes narrowed. The cars drew nearer, and still Fillon's gun
bl azed furiously, erratically but without pause.

As they drew closer, Keill knew that soon one of Fillon's blasts would be on

target. His own gun flashed into his hand, and he snapped a shot without
seeming to take aim

no

But the beam struck just as he had intended, biting into Fillon's arm

FilJon shrieked, |urching back. Yet sonehow he did not drop the gun. He had
been firing as he was hit, and the firing stud was still depressed as he fel
back into the car, his injured armjerking.

The | ethal beam poured its power downwards, into the carrier Fillon was
riding.

Keill heard the dull thud of an explosion within the machine. Then, like a
blind, escaping animal, it veered suddenly to one side - and toppled over the
edge of the trackway.

Fillon's thin, echoing screamwas cut off when the carrier struck the netal
deck of the freighter below, with a splintering, explosive crash.

Keill peered over the edge, as his own carrier neared the spot where Fillon
had fallen. Below, what was left of Fillon's car lay in a heap of snoking,
crunpl ed weckage. It covered the lower half of Fillon's body - the upper half
| yi ng exposed, unnoving, eyes staring sightlessly upwards.

I wonder if you were a second Deat hwi ng agent, Keill thought. Maybe 1'l1 never
know.
A moment more, and the carrier had reached its goal - a flat netal apron, as

broad as the | anding pad, outside the doorway that led to the control roomin
the freighter's nose.

Keill jerked the Iever back, halting the carrier as it swung round into
position for the return trip on the parallel magnetic strip.

@un in hand, he sprang through the door

The control roomwas narrow, cranped and unlovely, the netal coverings of the
wal I s stained and dented with age. One °f the neagre slits of the viewports

was no |longer clear plastiglass but a blank slab of nmetal - into which was
set, like a plug, a shiny nmetal ovoid that Keill had seen before; in the
in

contai ner on the shuttle, during his secret visit to the roof of the

Cl ust er hone.

The Deat hwi ng weapon. The trailing hook-ups fromone end of the ovoid now I ed
into their connections within the freighter's control panel. The ovoid's other

end woul d be jutting out through the port, ready, when activated, to spill its
deadl y capsul es of radiation

And at the control panel, across the open area fromKeill, someone was
standing. A small, slender figure in a bright Custer coverall.

Joss.

As she turned to face Keill, she wore the same air of calmauthority that she
had shown on the first day they had net.

"i thought it would be you," Keill said, just as calmy.

She studi ed himw t hout expression. "Fillon is dead?*
Keill nodded. "And Quern as well."
A frown creased the snooth brow, and anger flared in the dark eyes, quickly



control |l ed. She glanced at the gun in Keill's hand. "And are you going to kil
me, too P1

"No." Keill lowered the gun, returning it to his belt. TBut I'mnot going to

| et you use the weapon, either."

Joss backed away a step, |eaning against the control panel "How will you stop
ne ?"

"i hope you'll stop yourself," Keill said. "Think for a mnute, Joss. | know

how strongly you felt about the Cluster and its rebellion - but it's over now.
The Veynaans have smashed the Home, and have probably taken the surviving
Cluster-folk prisoner. There's nothing left I'

"Veynaa is left," Joss said, her voice grating.

"but Veynaa neans nillions of innocent people,"” Keill insisted. "No matter how
you feel, you can't conmt nurder on that scale, for revenge."

"quern told the Veynaans what woul d happen if they ignored our ultimtum"
Joss replied, determi nation drawing harsh lines on her face. "Now it wll

happen 1'
"quern was insane," Keill said sharply. "He cared nothing for the Cluster. He
bel onged to an... an organi zati on devoted to naking war - and he was using you

and the Qusterfol k. You can't use the weapon, Joss. That nuch evil makes
everything it touches evil I’

To his surprise, Joss smled. Not the warm lovely smle he had seen so often
before - but a thin, cold snile that held both nockery and tri unph.

At the same nmonent, Keill felt a faint, throbbing vibration fromthe mnetal
beneath his feet, heard a distant runbling roar. The freighter's booster
rockets, he realized, flanming into action to alter the giant ship's orbit.
"joss ..." he began, desperately casting about in his mnd for the right

wor ds.

But she did not let himfinish. Wth the speed that he had seen in her before,
she swept her hand up towards him It held a small, knobbled cylinder, covered
wi th odd markings and tiny projections, |like nothing Keill had seen before.

But he did not doubt that it was a weapon of sone sort -and that Joss had
caught himoff-guard and fl at-f oot ed.

"Such a moving speech,” she smled. "But you have nade it too late, |egionary.
And to the wong person.”

She gestured with the cylinder. Frombehind him Keill heard a slight grinding
sound, alnobst nuffled by the rumble of the boosters. He began to whirl

But six powerful bands of shiny, flexible nmetal w apped thensel ves round his
body, pinning his arnms to his sides.

Keill did not need to twist his head around to | ook. Another ework-robot, he
knew, with cold self-reproach. He had been too preoccupied with Joss to be
properly alert, and the noise of the boosters had drowned the m ni mal noi se of
the robot's treads.

He tried to flex his arnms, to seek sonme |leverage within the steely grip. But
the robot's six metal arms tightened round his body, and swung hi mup, off his
feet. He was nearly i muobilized, dangling as hel pless as an ani mal awaiting

sl aught er.

Staring down into the cold and smoky eyes of Joss, seeing the demonic triunph
t hat shone from her face, Keill wondered how he had ever thought her

beauti ful .

"you'll not smash this robot so easily,"” she said, her nocking snile

br oadeni ng.

"Then it was you - before - at the food tanks?" Keill spoke with difficulty as
the robot's arns cl anped ever tighter round his chest.

"of course. You might have guessed. | told you |l was a freighter pilot for the

Cluster - and pilots learn to handle robots. Wth what Quern called a
"delicate touch" - renenber?"

Her | augh seened al nost netallic as she brandi shed the knobbly cylinder in her
hand. And now Keill could guess its function - a renmote mani pul ator for the
robots.

He struggl ed again, |ashing backwards with his boots. But he could not see,



this time, the weak points to aimat, and his kicks glanced off the sturdy
nmetal - while the unyielding bands around himtightened even further
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Tve set the robot controls to continue tightening its grip," she said, stil
smling. "It will crush you to death in a few m nutes. Meanwhile you rmay watch
me conplete the settings to activate the weapon - and then, when |'ve left
you, you can pass the remaining time wondering which will kill you Ifirst -
the robot or the radiation."

E "Can you kill ... so easily," Keill gasped
col d- bl ooded! y?"

t Her eyes narrowed to icy slits. "Easily?* she spat. i wanted you killed
at the outset - | knew you would be a threat! But ; Quern would not hear of
it. He insisted you were nore valuable alive - he even reprimanded ne for
trying to kill :you at the food tanks!" Her |augh was harsh, scornful. "And
now Quern is dead because he let you live - and | have been proved right. And
when | have conpleted Quern's task, it will not be reprimands that | will
receivel" { Keill stared down with chill horror at Joss's contorted, gleeful
face, his mnd hal f-nunbed by the overwhelmng truth that at |ast had been
confirmed.

There had been a second Death wi ng agent on the O uster

And he was | ooki ng at her.

He fought, in the robot's crushing grip, for breath enough to speak

SO

"won't the One ... want me ... brought back for .. * questioning ?" he gasped.
Surprise and doubt flitted across Joss's face. "How do you know so nmuch ?" she
wondered, half to herself. "Perhaps..." But then the | ook of cold

determ nation returned. "No - you will die. You have already disrupted the

Master's plan enough, and you are too dangerous, as Quern found out." A glint

of anger flashed in her eyes. "For that alone, the One hinmself would seek your
death, if he were here. You have robbed the Master of his nobst val ued weapon!"”
That's sonething, at |east, Keill thought, remenbering
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what Quern had revealed earlier, on die ship. No matter what happens now, the
Warlord won't be nurdering any nmore planets with that radiation. The secret of
its making had died with Quern

' Now our conversation rmust end," Joss was saving. *I have work to do - and

soon the robot will crush your ribs, and put an end to your speeches."
She turned away, |aughing unpleasantly, towards the control panel
Keill did not reply - but not because his ribs were crumbling under the

robot's pressure. The increasing grip of the netal arns was painful, bruising
the flesh of his arms and chest, but he pushed the pain to one side of his

m nd and ignored it, knowing that his bones could withstand stresses far nore
power ful than the robot coul d nanage.

He calmed his nind, and forned the call. "Ar -you'd better getup here. Wth a
gun. "

On ny way, cane the calmreply.

*No - wait!" An idea had sprung into Keill's mind - a way that he and Ar

m ght thwart the Deathw ng plan and still, with [uck and speed, survive. "Cone
in the ship! Burn jour way through the bul kkadsl

If you say so, Gr replied, with a faint note of puzzlement. Are you aware
that the orbit of the freighter is decaying?

"i know," Keill said quickly. "How | ong beforepl anet]"all?"
Your ship conputer estimates four m nutes.
And the weapon, Keill knew, would be activated before that - to rel ease the

radi ati on capsul es into Veynaa's atnosphere, beginning the catastrophic chain
reaction that would eventually | eave nothing alive on the planet's surface.

Then hurryV' Keill called, in silent desperation
Two bul kheads remaining, Ar replied, as calmas ever
Joss stepped away fromthe control panel, |ooking up at Keill, her eyes

glittering. He let his body sag in the robot's grip, as if near death. And her
smle was ugly - a distant echo of Quern's tw sted gl oating.
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If you can still hear ne," she said, It mght brighten your final nonments to
know what is to happen. In about three mnutes the container will open, and
the radiation capsules will spill out."” She gestured towards the netal ovoid

fixed in the viewport. "But in one minute fromnow | wll be back in the
shuttle - or perhaps in your ship, if it is nore suitable -and on ny way to
deep space. To watch Veynaa's death, and yours, fromsafety."

She | aughed nockingly, flung the robot control cylinder on to the contro
panel , and turned towards the door of the control room

But then she paused. A new sound had begun to energe fromthe bowels of the
great freighter's shell. A crackling roar that was far |ouder and nore
powerful than the thrum of the boosters.

Ar - blasting her way through the nearest bul khead with the energy guns of

Keill's ship. "What..." Joss muttered.
The roar outside grew to a bellow. Not of the guns now, but of the ship's
retros. Keill twi sted his head around, seeing the reflected orange flare of

flame through the doorway as G r swept the ship thunderously down on to the
broad metal apron beyond the control room

Pal i ng, Joss whirled and sprang towards Keill, her hand clutching for the gun
at his belt. But the robot's grip had pressed Keill's armto his side covering
t he gun, and she could not work it loose. Then Gr was in the room

W ngs boomi ng, fangs bared, she seemed to fill the air above them I|ike sone

furious, blazing-eyed spirit of ven-gence.

Joss screamed and cowered away. And in one of Ar*s small hands an energy gun
flashed and crackl ed.

The beam struck into the centre of the robot's pyram dal body. Snoke gushed
fromthe wecked circuits, and the robot jerked, its arns straightening,
flying uncontroll ably apart.
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A r hovered overhead, as Keill, released, dropped to the floor on his feet,
before the terrified | wonman.

For a flashing instant he | ocked eyes with her, the deadly weapons of his
hands poi sed |i ke bl ades.

Then, with an inner snarl at his own weakness, he flung her aside with a sweep
of his arm Her slimbody slamred brutally against the solid netal of the
robot's body. And she crunpl ed, half-unconscious, to the floor as the robot,
out of control, flailed its arnms crazily through the air above her

Ignoring it and Joss, Keill sprang to the control panel. As he moved, his mnd
was formng words with rigid concentration
"glr, get back to the ship and get ready to lift off! I'msetting the

freighter for Overlight in thirty seconds!”

But... dr began

"Don't argue -go!" Keill yelled

The great w ngs swept once, and A r vani shed through the door. Keill's hands
were blurs as he made the adjustnents to the freighter controls.

Then a scream of manic rage from behind himmade himwhirl, poised to strike.
There was no need. Joss had recovered and regai ned her feet, and may have

i ntended to hurl herself at Keill, to prevent himaltering the contro
settings.

But she had been prevented.

Perhaps it was the inmpact of Joss's body that had restored at |east a few of

t he connections in the robot's danaged circuits. Enough to reawaken it to its
nost recent instructions.

Its whipping, threshing, steely arnms had found Joss as she had risen
Instantly they had cl anped round her body, as they had around Keill's, and
jerked her up off her feet.

She hung, suspended, struggling faintly. The robot's instructions had incl uded
an order to increase its pressure -and mndlessly it was obeying. As Joss saw
Keill spin to | ook

X 8



at her, the fear and fury drained fromher eyes. Only a

desperate pleading remained in their dark depths.

"keill..." she whispered. "Please..."

He gl anced at the cylindrical control nechanism on the control panel where
Joss had thrown it.

Wthin his mnd, the tinme-count that he had begun, when the freighter's
controls were set, ticked relentlessly ahead.

Twenty-four seconds left...

He | ooked back at Joss, his face expressionless. i don't know how to operate
the robot," he said stonily. "And there's no tine to learn."

Her screamwas little nore than a whinper as he turned away towards the
control room door.

Qutside, his ship waited on the platform airlock open. He dived through
sprang to his sling-seat. N neteen seconds..

The ship's drive thundered into life. It lifted slightly. "Now, he said
fiercely to dr, "a way out*

The ship's forward guns blasted. On the side of the freighter, netal gl owed,
began to fl ow down the curving sweep of the hull. Thirteen seconds..

A hol e appeared in the hull. Through it he could see nore flanme flickering -
fromthe heat of the freighter's entrance into Veynaa's atnosphere.

Even before the hole was w de enough, he slanmed on , full power.

Ni ne seconds ..

The ship screaned forward, guns still blazing. Its blunt nose smashed into the
gap in the hull. In a rending explosion of tormented, half-nelted netal, it
burst through, and cl ear

Si x seconds ..

Brutally Keill dragged the ship how ing upwards, curving it away fromthe
plumreting freighter. The Overlight field,
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when it was operating, extended out around a ship. He bad to get well away.
Three seconds. .

He gl anced at his viewscreens, his ship still at full power. Just about..
Now.

In the screen, the image of the freighter blurred, shinmrered.

Then it was gone.

Keill. G@r's inner voice was soft, worried. You know that entering Overligbt
so mar a planet can distort the field. The freighter could energe anywhere -
wi th the weapon.

"it won't," Keill said bleakly. i didn't progranme it to energe at all."

And his ship clinbed away towards deep space - while bel ow, the planet Veynaa
roll ed peacefully on its axis, unheedi ng, unharned.

| ao

PART FQOUR
Af TERMATK
14

In the distant, boundl ess expanses of deep space, in a sector of the |Inhabited
Gal axy where probably no one had ever heard of Veynaa or the Quster, KeilTs
ship wi nked into exi stence out of Overb"ght.

At the controls, Keill ran his eyes again over the settings and conputer data,
confirmng his course, then switched to automatic and | eaned back, stretching
| uxuriously. Beside him in her special seat, Gr also stretched, flaring her
del i cate w ngs.

Keill | ooked at her expectantly. She had been silent for a long tinme, reaching
across the galaxy's distances to the ninds of the Overseers in their hidden
asteroid - reporting the final events over Veynaa, the ultimate defeat of the
Warlord' s plan.

Now awar eness had returned to the bright round eyes that she fixed on Keill
The Overseers are phased, she announced. Ail in all, they feel that we have
been successful



"all in all?" Keill echoed, raising an eyebrow.

They do have certain regrets, Gr went on. First, the Deathwi ng now knows t hat
you exist, and that you are a threat to the Warlord's plans. Second, we have
learned little nore about the Deathwing, or its |eader, or the Warlord

hi nmsel f.

Keill snorted. "/ was a little short of time to have a |l ong informative chat
with Quern. Even if he would have told nme anything."

| put that point to the Overseers - sonewhat forcefully, Ar said. Quiet

| aughter curled for a nmonent around her silent voice. They then reported that
peace has returned to the Custer. The

| f

Overseers have indirectly encouraged a rumour on Veynaa that the Custer
rebellion was the fault of one unscrupul ous, power-hungry |eader, who is now
dead.

"accurate enough, as far as it goes," Keill put in.

As you say. But because of this, the Veynaans are not being vindictive. The
Cl uster survivors have begun to rebuild their Home, and Veynaa has agreed to
hol d tal ks about inproving their conditions and giving themnore control over
their lives.

"if that had happened in the first place," Keill said sourly, "Quern would
never have got a grip on the Cluster."

Humans are renowned, said Gr, for perceiving the proper course of action when
it is far too late to take it.

"but it's not too late," Keill objected. "Not for the survivors, or the
Veynaans. It would have been too late only if that weapon had been used."
Agreed, Ar replied. You will also be anmused to know, fromthe Overseers, that

t he Veynaans are very pleased with thensel ves. They say that they were proved
right —that the Custer was bluffing, and did not dare to use such a weapon
agai nst an inhabited pl anet.

Kei |l shivered, renmenbering how close it had been, how few seconds had

remai ned before those deadly capsul es would have spilled out into Veynaa's

at nosphere.

And that thought recalled another that had been troubling him

"glr, what about the weapon?" he asked. "The radiation capsules were still set
to be ejected, which nmeans they'd | eave the freighter in Over light."

There is no danger. The capsules, as Quern told you, would react only on air —

so the chain reaction cannot begin in Overlight. The capsules will remain
harm ess, outside the freighter but within the Overlight field, for eternity.
Keill did not reply, silenced by the awesone wei ght of that |ast word.
Eternity.

My race, the Ehrlil, dr went on, has travelled |longer and farther in
Overlight than any humans, yet even we have fathonmed only
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a fragment of its nature. "But we do know that a ship entering Over-light has
entered a nothingness all of its own. It no longer inhabits "normal" reality -
but also it cannot inpinge even on other ships in Over light. In practica
ternms, the freighter sinply no | onger exists. Nor does the weapon. She paused.
Nor does the wonan.

Kei |l nodded sonbrely. "I see that. Anyway, the robot's grip would have killed
her before long." H s eyes grew dark. "And | don't think I would have rel eased
her even if I'd known how. "

For a few noments they sat silent, each wapped in separate thoughts, not for
conmuni cation. Then Ar stirred, shaking out her wings, |ooking around at the
Vi ewscr eens.

You still have not told me what course you have set, she said brightly.

Keill responded to the change of mpod, sitting up, glancing again over the
control panel. "1'm keepi ngaprom se tojou."

A promise? Ar's eyes gl owed. About the place where you say there will be good

flying - where | may stretch my wings at |ast?
"i thought you'd renmenber," Keill smiled. "W'Il reach the system soon that



contains the planet I'mthinking of. It has a very small population in terns

of land area —so there are huge tracts of it still totally untouched. In
those regions there are places where the sun is warm the turf is soft
underfoot, and there are deep pools of the clearest water you "Il ever see."

No doubt that would be of great interest, Ar said loftily, to fishes and
humans and ot her inferior species.

Kei Il [ aughed al oud. "And beyond t hose pools," he continued, "are nountains
that seemto reach up for ever, where strong winds blow all the tinme around
the peaks, and the air is the freshest in the gal axy."

Perfection! Gr cried. Her wings thrumed, her round eyes glistened. Canyou
not get nore speed out of this primtive craft of yours?

And her silent, bubbling |aughter mngled with Keill's as he reached towards
the controls.
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mur derous army, the Death w ng.

Dougl as Hi Il

Day of the Starw nd

Book three in the Last Legionary Quartet.

A strange tower stands within an inpenetrable force-field on a barren pl anet.
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