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Chapter One

Fletcher reckoned it was none of hisbusiness. Sitting with his back to a plushy red reredos, he watched
the deve oping scene through along gilt mirror at the closed end of hisacove.

Dog edting dog. Let them get on withiit.

He had never liked the Garamasians. Maybe only men like himself, who were actively engaged on atint
with the Galaxy's peacekeeping force, could seethe folly of playing both ends against the middie. For the
rest, Garamas wasworking avery smart operation; keeping out of commitment and running ahigh level
economy at the expense of both sides.

Plumb on the frontiers of 1.G.O. space, Garamas was courted by both the Inter Galactic Organization
and the Outer Galactic Alliance. So far, its government had refused to come off the fence. 1.G.O.,
respecting the processes of law, used diplomacy and trade asleversto keep her in their sphere of
influence. O.G.A. suited the Garamasian nationd character which leaned to the military-style junta
governments of that group. Higtorically, Garamas bel onged with Lados, which dthough not one of the
hard-core O.G.A. planets, had satdllite status and binding treaty obligations.

Something was definitely in thewind. O.G.A. could be moving to adefinitivetria of strength and
Garamas was anatural spring board into 1.G.O. space.

Secret policein any culture had afamily look; but Fletcher saw the four who had moved quickly into the
bistro as prototypes of the genre. Garamasian physica architecture wasright for theilluson. They were
tall, hitting the two-metre mark, narrow and high shouldered with long arms and legs. Heads balanced
symmetricaly on short necks, were dmost perfect spheres. Eyes, which were lidless, seemed flat s, as
though pasted on; black disks of polished obsidian. Head to foot in black, with calf-high, laced boots and
ydlow arm bands carrying the three intertwined rings of Garamas, they looked like vultures.

Except for the piped music, which was currently set for asentimental ballad, out of key with events, the
whole place had gone quiet. Two policemen had stationed themsalves expertly where no one could pass.
The other two weretaking it dowly, one on either sde of the aide checking out the clientele.

Fletcher's own face was set bottom right of the composition like an inset on ascanner. It was along,
Indo-European job, heavily tanned from the last mission, |eft eyebrow given aquizzical twist by athin,



radiation burn. A hard face, with grey eyesthat gave nothing away. His expression did not change, when
pneumatic pressure built up againgt the back of hislegs and along dim hand appeared on the table top
beside hisown.

There was a quick-spreading pollen cloud of verbena, amuted sigh effort and a Garamasian citizen
hauled hersdf out of the void to take the neighbour seat on his bench.

She was young. Not more than twenty at a guess, though estimates of age for other ethnic groups was
liableto surprising error. Thefemale of the Garamasian line was more sympathetic than themae. This
onelooked like a Raggedy-Ann doll, and was clearly working hard to fight back fear. Her |eft hand, il
clutching the table top, had picked up asmal muscular tremble and she covered it with her right to make
it behave.

It was agesture that made more impact on Dag FHetcher than any number of words. At first, he had
meant to play it out after the Garamasian pattern of neutrdity. But any human being fighting fear needed
analy. Hesad, “Arethey looking for you?'—using the basic speech-tone code which was the lingua
franca of the galaxy.

The girl answered obliquely, anxiousto save face before a stranger, speaking in English in ahusky,
vibrant voice. “Do not think that | am afraid for mysdlf. But | know my limitations. If | am taken, | shdl
be forced to talk. That will involve others. Thereisonly one safeway.”

It was an open confession, that was dangerous enough in itself. But the ongoing action aimed to take the
risk element out of it. The move to the end dcove had been made to gain time for a definite purpose. She
stretched over, picked atooth-edge steak knife from the cutlery rack and, without a pause, began to saw
a theingde of her left wrigt.

Fletcher had a split second to make adecison. A man or, in this case, awomen, had aright to decide
when the life situation was untenable. It was a choice he was prepared to make for himself. Indeed, every
deep space operator, military or civilian, carried an oblivion cgpsule to make such a choice possible,
when circumstance turned sour—adtatistica possibility that they learned to live with.

But that was when human endeavour had goneto the limit and was till not enough. Here, there must bea
chancefor life. He grabbed for the knife and stopped its movement.

The nearest guard was two acoves away, haranguing a countryman in high-pitched Garamasian.
Fletcher said, “Y our name. Quickly. Y our name.”
“ItisYola Please alow meto continue. Y ou do not know what you are doing. Please.”

“1 am Fletcher. Commander Fletcher, 1.G.O. corvette Terrapin. You are attached to me asinterpreter.
Do you understand?’

It was unlikely that anyone on Garamas would know that Terrapin was a burned-out wreck on acinder
heap and that just now, waiting for anew pogting, her one-time commander wasin alimbo with no
officid gtatus, until the enquiry court made the forma announcement that his conduct of the engagement
had been free from negligence.

“It will not work.”
“It will work.”

Black disk eyeshdld hisfor a second, and he saw himsdlf reflected there, in duplicate, asthough he was



trying to convince himsaf.

Y oladrew down the cuff of her blue and white shirt to hide the raw cut and said heavily, “1 do not know
why you should try to do thisfor me. But you do not understand the seriousness. If you fail, you will be
implicated and 1.G.O. will not help you. Thisisaneutra country.”

Fletcher stood up and shoved his hat on at apiratical angle. Mae-Female relations on Garamas tended
to be basic and bruta. Only pressure from |.G.O. had brought a measure of freedom to the women in the
main centres. In up country aress, they gtill tended to be counted with oxen as useful to husbandry.
Following the culture pattern, sure that he was heard by the guard at the nearer door, he said, curtly,
“Hurry Yola, | do not havedl day towait.”

Without checking that he was being followed, he walked straight for the exit.

He was ametre from the guard, before the man moved and could hear the girl's sanda s flip-flopping
behind him. He had banked on the impact of auniform and unfamiliar rank insigniawhich could mean

anything.

Certainly the |.G.O. shore-going rig was impressive, brilliant white, with asun-burst blazon left of centre
on the chest and green and gold rank tabs on the epaul ettes.

Fletcher leaned on the Garamasian passion for neutrality. They would not go for ashowdown with an
|.G.O. officid without serious reason. In this case, if they were looking for aGaramasian, it was obvious
that no amount of disguise would turn him into an Earthman.

Face had to be saved, however. As he stepped aside, the guard shot out an arm to block the way for
Yola

Hetcher was round, in aturn that brought him face to face with the security man. He said harshly, “What
isit? What do you want with my interpreter?’

“Do you know thisgirl?”’

Fletcher looked at her as though forced to acknowledge that a convenient piece of equipment had a
Separate entity and aname, anice mime, lost to the boards.

“Of course. She has worked with me since my arrival aweek ago. Now we are expected at a
conference. Let her pass.”

At the same time, he took the extended arm in a double grip above and below the elbow and returned it
toverticd.

Y ola, no douch at seizing an opportunity, went ahead. The door was two metres off. She could have
been through. But she stopped and waited.

It saved the day. In the guard's book, any guilty party would have been out and away. Except for the
high-handed action of the Earthman, there was no problem. He said, “I will check with your organization.
| hope, for your sake, itisasyou say. You may go.”

Outside, Fletcher called an auto shuttle and dialed for the Space Centre; but it was not until they werein
ascreened interview room in the Earth Planet Consulate that he spoke againto Yola

The Garamasienne said, “ Y ou were very wise, Commander, al the auto shuttles are tapped. In fact, even
to spesk near them isto invite an eavesdropper. The monitors run asampling service, you understand,



four times out of fiveal would bewdl; but it isnever safe. | must thank you for your help and now | will
go. Thereisno longer any danger. If | had been questioned just then it would have been fatal. But now
the group has had time to disperse.”

“Not so fast. That guard is going to check through. We haveto fix your cover. | can do that; but you
must leave your address and registration details for the record. | suppose you don't want to tell me what
it wasall about?’

“I regret that | cannot. Y ou must understand that many others are involved. But be surethat | shall report
your action. Perhgpsit will be possible to repay. Who knows how the whed of fortune may swing.
Meanwhile, | will do asyou say.”

Hetcher pushed over an ivorine memo tablet and Y ola scribbled industrioudy in around, feminine hand.
But she made no query about the lay out. When the tablet was passed back, Fletcher saw that the detall
was meticuloudy spaced for scanning by acomputer. The girl was familiar with sophisticated equipment.

Thedetall told why. Shewasafind year student at the Kristinobyl Polytech. One of the few women to
penetrate the thicket of higher education.

Hesaid, “Fine. Now | think you should come back here each day for alittle time to give the cover a
chance. | expect to be on my way soon. But the next two or three daysfor sure. Ask for me at the
desk.”

When she had gone, Fletcher talked to the Earth Consul. Frank Y exby, soured by aten year stint on
Garameas, was critical. “'Y ou took a chance, there, Dag. If they'd picked you up for aiding and abetting, |
couldn't have done athing about it. Y ou'd have been insgde for God knows how long. They're touchy
about interference. Do you know how many foreignersthey have interned here? It'll surprise you.
Intelligence reported over ten thousand at the last count. They even have around dozen ships impounded
at thistime for minor breaches of the neutraity regulations. Usudly they're cleared in afew weeks, but
they've had two O.G.A. military unitsonicefor the last Sx months. Just to show impartidity. Though my
guess on that, isthat they don't mind having two Scotian frigates held here. Once the crews were back on
board, they'd bein business. It's a counter-weight to 1.G.O. patrol vists. | reckon Varley's playing a
variant of that game with the corvette he left behind.”

“Petrel 7’

“That'sthe one. Supposed to be held up for spares, but | have doubts. There's something brewing up
here”

“What'sthisgirl been doing?’

“God knows. Therésawholeraft of small political groups. Votes for women, morethan likely. They get
very emotiond. Probably there was very littleto it, but she'd worked herself into a death before
dishonour state. Y ou're lucky she didn't chain hersdlf to your leg.”

“It's serious enough for her to be ready to kill herself.”

“They'reafunny lot. | don't pretend to understand them. Half the time, you'd swear they hadn't ahuman
emotion. Then something comes up and a character you'd believed was pig iron al through, turns out as
neurctic asaflea | cantdl you, the present government isonly in on sufferance. It'sa coalition of
moderates, represents aminority overal | would say. Given any externa threat and the backwoodsmen
would bein at full strength. Then thered be aresurge of traditional habits. Y our friend Y olawould be
back pulling a plough before you could say universa suffrage.”



“Can't 1.G.O. do anything about it?’

“It suitsto let thingsride. Garamasis aclearing house for al sorts of information. Too much pressure
would givethe extremists alever on anationd pride ticket. Don't worry. Human life has been with usa
long time. Y ou haveto think in millennia. Not easy for themilitary mind.”

Dag Hetcher reckoned that he was getting training in it. Making his daily report vigt to the.G.O.
complex, he got the gall he had been given for the last seven days. No posting through and the officid
report on Terrapin ill not published.

That was an odd one. He went back in hismind over the sesson in Varley's command cabin on the
squadron flagship Europa. There has been no suggestion that it was anything other than an open and shut
case. There had been four officers on the board; Admira P. J. Varley inthe chair with Group
Commander Frazer, captain of Europa beside him. Then Cameron, Commander of Hawk and Cooper,
Commander of Drake both involved in the action. The decision to sacrifice Terrapin had been at
squadron level. She had been damaged beyond repair in the engagement. Fletcher and the surviving
members of his crew had been brought off by Hawk within minutes of the escaating power pack passing
apoint of no return.

At the Tribund, there had been an air of ampleformdity. They dl knew the score. Terrapin had been
spearhead in acomplex and difficult manoeuvre, for the corvette screen that had intercepted aroving,
free-lance cruiser, long amenace on the shipping lanes and brought her to bay, until Europa herself could
come up with thefind solution.

Ever sengtiveto hisrating in his own and other peopl€e's estimate, FHetcher had been surein this case that
his handling of the corvette could not have been faulted. Cameron, Commander of Hawk, had said,
“Bloody marvelous, Dag. But | thought you were agoner for asurething. Wed never have held the
bastard, if you hadn't gonein close. Varley ought to give you amedd. Which isnot to say that you il
won't get araspberry.”

Wi, maybe that was it. Now the detail was blurred and the action cold, he was less sure that he had
donedl he could to save the ship. A delayed raspberry might be filtering through the channels.

When it came, it took aform that he did not expect. Thel.G.O. officid pushed over the sgnd with a
socid smile, but there was a definite temperature drop in the plushy office.

Theform of wordswas civil enough. “It seems Commander, we are to have the pleasure of your
company for sometimeyet. | anto informyou, if there are any local dutieswhich you can carry out.”

Thesgnd itself was brief enough. “ Commander D. Fetcher. Release of findings of tribuna on loss of
Terrapin is postponed pending further enquiry. Await posting ingtructionsin Kristinobyl.” 1t was sgned
by the Officer Commanding the Rim Task Force of which Varley's squadron was a part.

* * * %

What had begun as a prudent exercise to regularize Y olas cover, was continuing because Fletcher was
getting interested in the Garamasian scene. She knew the Krigtinobyl that the tourist did not seeand it
gave him anew dant on the national character.

It was another proof of the basic truth that the longer you could defer judgement, the morelikely it wasto
be accurate. But it dso brought in another bit of philosophic lorein that the more sides of aquestion you
see, thelesslikely you areto form any opinion at all.

Fletcher was used to making snap appraisals of groups that he saw briefly and would not see again. The



slvery people of Fingdnawereimmediately sympathetic, the bulky jingoists of Sabaziuswere not.
Maybeif he had done astudy in depth, he would have found that the latter were way ahead on soul.

Here, he had been ready to write the planet off, whileit caught up with his preconceived notions of a
cultured state; but Y ola opened his eyes.

Listening to voices and following the cut and thrust of argument, he began to see them as peoplein their
own right and not as an odd variant of what the true flower of homo sapiens should be. Even by Earth
gtandard, the women in Y olds circle had a certain kinky charm. Hands and feet were very dender and
elegant. Hair wasjet black, very finewith ashiny liquid flow when they moved. Dresswas dwaysplain
and severe as auniform as though they knew they were on sufferancein an dl-mae reservation; but
perfume was an extension of personality. Every last one was her own achemist, brewing up olfactory
harmoniesfor the noa noa.

Technicaly, they were abreast of most planets on the Rim. One single feature would give them anichein
the hal of fame. For many yearsthey had been using an unlimited power source which was brilliant in its
amplicity.

A continuous land mass girdled the planet on its equatorid line. With incredible labour, a continuous
conductor had been built to ring the globe smack on its zero latitude. Planet spin, combined with adaily

drift of magnetic field back and forward acrossthe line, generated more energy than could be used in the
foreseeable future, at agive-away price.

It was an exercise that had suited the nationd character. Ant-like labour gangs had toiled through deserts,
lakes, mountain ridges and every obstacle that an engineering project ever met.

Ironically, it had broken the government that conceived the plan and forced it through. A backlash
reaction from the patient masses that had borne the heat of the day and suffered untold, unrecorded
casudties had toppled the juntato put in ashort-lived popular front.

Thisflowering of genius exhausted the tree. No comparable development followed in any field. Except
for the paradox of having the cheapest power system in the galaxy Garamas remained three-fifths
backward. Socia organization trailed badly. It was afeudd system with neon-lit battlements and a power
drive on theiron maiden.

Y olaknew dl about the Ring. Its administration absorbed half the graduates of the Polytech. She had
specidized in science courses which would lead automaticaly to ajunior post in the organization. There,
she would be breaking new ground for the femaefaction.

One afternoon, she took him to see her department at the Polytech. It was dominated by the demands of
the power ring.

In the forecourt was afifty metre diameter scalerelief globe of Garamas, dowly turning on its axis and
showing the route of the grest cable.

They stood in front of it for some minutesin silence. Eveninmode form, it wasimpressve,
Fletcher said, “How comethey let youinat al, if it's so restricted?’

“My father, Kaalba, isaProvincid Governor. He has travelled widely and he believes that women should
have more opportunities. All the girls a the Polytech have influentid contacts. But mostly they take
language courses and socia studies. They go into government departments as secretaries.”

“But that didn't gppedl to you? Y ou seem to have afair arm lock on language yoursdlf.”



“I have dways had thisinterest in mathematics. My father trained as an engineer originally. There were
ingruction tapesin the library at home.”

“What does your mother think about it?’

“Sheistraditional. She accepts the conventions. But she could not go against my father'swishes. She
doesnoat likeit.”

“Shewouldn't like you to be mixed up with an underground group either.”

Yolasaid smply, “No. But then you cannot avoid following your reason. That would be the grestest
betrayd when you understand what must be done, you must try to do it. Many women who have stood
up for human rights have been arrested and are in the internment camp herein Kristinobyl. We shall not
rest until they arefree.”

Back in his pad at the Space Termina Hotel, Fletcher reckoned that she had apoint. If he wasleft much
longer on the beach, he would be taking a hand himsdlf.

From the balcony, he could see more than half of the space port itself. On the perimeter, the two interned
Scotian ships stood like minarets. In the foreground, freight and passenger shipsfrom dl points of the
gellar compass were being serviced for take off. It was asight that was afamiliar part of hislifeand
usualy gave him uncomplicated pleasure with its blend of routine chores and high endeavour. Phoenician
tradersal, on their up-dated version of the wine-dark sea.

Usudly hewasinvolved in it. Preparing his own ship. Thistime, as aspectator, conditioned by
knowledge of the hinterland, he was wide open to the winds of doubt. God, there was enough to do on
every planet, without touting round the universe for more trouble. When his stint with I.G.O. was done,
and that could be any day, if the enquiry pronounced against him, he ought to get back to Earth planet
and cultivate his own garden. Keep a pig on the common and work at saying “Arrh".

Speculation cut off aoruptly with acaling blegp from the video inside hisroom.

It wasthe |.G.O. commissar for Garamasin person, asquat Venusian, condemned to wear a ruff-like,
ar-adjustment unit to alow him to bresthe the Garamasian atmosphere.

The gear was a sounding box for an dready harsh voice and its metallic ragp was out of key with the
surface courtesy of thetext. Duvorac'slarge grey face filled the small screen and his eyes, golf-bal size
with ahue of boiled spinach, seemed to haveno part init.

“Commander Fletcher, | hesitate to disturb you at thistime; but | would be glad to see you in my office.
Thereisasmall matter in which you could help.”

“Now?’
“That would be most kind. | shal expect you in five minutes.”
“I'll bethere.”

Seen close, Duvorac might have been an android torso, fused monolithicaly to apolished plinth. Hewas
enclosed in athree Sded executive console, which gave him a persondized information silo and
minimized physicd effort.

He wasted no time in getting down to basics. *Y ou will know, Commander, that the corvette Petrel isin
the port. What you will not know isthat thereis nothing unservicesable about her. It was deliberate policy



to keep her on that launch pad.”

Duvorac shifted akey with hisleft hand and aground plan of Kristinobyl space port appeared on the
blank wall behind him. Hetook a stylusto point to the miniature on his desktop and an illuminated arrow
tracked over the big screen.

“There sheis, on the perimeter. It was the placing she was given, that determined our action. A lucky
break, you might say. Asyou know, al military craft are dlocated ations on the perimeter, at the
maximum distance from the city and adefensive screen liesin an arc to sedl them off from the rest of the
port. That is standard practice. Y ou will ask, why isthe position of Petrel important?’

Dag Fetcher reckoned that for aman with a breathing problem the commissar was doing dl right. To
give him abreak, he asked the question. “Why isthe position of Petrel important?’

Duvorac gave him ahard look asthough filing it away for reference and went on, having aready answer.
“From the ship it is possible to overlook the internment area. It isalarge complex, where many
thousands of persons are held. Mostly these are Garamasians, who have become unpopular with their
government; but in one specia sector there are some hundreds of foreign detainees...”

“Asfor instance, the crews of the two Scotian frigates?’

“Exactly. Also some of the crew of Petrel. They are not prisonersin an exact sense, you understand. But
security isvery grict. There are also many civilians, who for one reason or another do not have current
visas. Often their stay is of short duration; until their own governments supply credentials. Amongst this
group isan |.G.O. agent, who had information for us but was arrested on aminor infringement.”

“But 1.G.O. will arrange release?”’

“That isthe difficulty. The agent is Fingalnan by birth. For 1.G.O. to accept responsibility would be
unusua. Fingalna has tended to bein the O.G.A. sphere of influence. At the moment, aroutine enquiry
has been made to Fingalna. The agent's cover was complex and will take sometimeto check. But in the
end, Finganaislikdy to repudiate citizenship. Under refined interrogation, the agent will talk.”

“Thisisvery interesting, Commissar, but why do you tell me?’

Duvorac unexpectedly moved from his persond fortress and stamped out into the middle of hisoffice.
Height-wise, he could till have been sitting down. Hardly a metre and a half tal, he waslike amobile
block of biologicd tissue, acompressed man; but impressive nonetheless,

Fletcher dewed round in his chair to stay facing the oracle and there was silence for a count of five.

Then Duvorac seemed to cometo adecision, “It isimportant that our agent is not questioned. Death
would be preferable.”

Dag Fletcher stood up to say it. “| am a spaceman not an assassin. Try somebody else.”

Duvorac was not impressed. “Y ou are quick, Commander; but in this case too quick. It may not cometo
that. | sncerdly hopeit will not. But you Earthmen continue to surprise me. Y ou have a sentimental view
of life. Y ou would not hesitate to risk your own life or indeed to sacrifice amember of your crew inan
engagement. A secret agent isaso under orders. They are not children to be shielded from the harsh
redlities. However, to proceed. In the first instance, | want you to go aboard Petrel. Take alook at the
layout of the internment area. | will give you aplan to assst orientation. Memorize the detail. Then return
to me. | would rather outline my plan when you have afirst-hand idea of theterrain. | trust you have no
objection so far?’



“Getting aboard Petrel will be difficult. The military sector is sedled off.”

“A continuous power screen is expensive. It operates only a percentage of time. Thisis believed by the
operatorsto be random. But we have observed it over along period. We have matched the computer.
Prediction isnow rdigble. | will give you the forecast for the next twenty four hours. That ismore than
enough.”

Duvorac returned to his pedestal and played himsdlf another tune. A pandl did away and hefished out a
smdll printed dip and adiagram. “Memorize this sequence and destroy the paper. Asyou see, the next
period isfrom fifteen hundred to fifteen thirty. It is now fourteen forty-one precisdly. | suggest that you
make a gtart right away. Hereisthe route which you areto take. Y ou will find that it avoids dll
observation points. Once across the barrier, thereisa system of blast trenches which will bring you
below the gantry. All hatches were left on external manua.”

* k x %

Action waswelcome, but Fletcher reckoned that Duvorac was the optimist of al timeto believethat a
man could walk through a space port complex without a challenge. So far, he had been proved right; but
theluck could hardly hold. Currently, he was threading a maze of metre-wide alleys, between dab-sded
building blocks, walking in the bottom of a half-round culvert designed to carry away seasond rain and
now thick with white dust.

Ten metres ahead was the last intersection, brightly lit by direct sunlight shining dong the gap, with a
further twenty-five metres of dleyway to the edge of the building zone. After that, it was open ground for
fifty metreswith the power field bisecting the area. If Duvorac's cal culations were wrong, he would be
crisped in ananosecond.

The thought of it heightened sensitivity. He was ametre from the turn when the faint scuff of movement
round the twist brought him to a halt.

Flat back againgt the wall, he peded off histunic, set hisblaster for awide-angle, stunning beam, shoved
it in hiswaistband and waited for the pay-off. Now he could hear the cat soft tread. It was someone
familiar with the route, sure that he was safe. A Garamasian workman checking out the drainage.

An eongated shadow grew up the wall, supporting theory. But judgement took a knock, when an
olive-drab uniformed leg preceded its owner into direct vision. Fletcher had a split second to recast his
drategy with asick, nervous dread in his ssomach, which wasthe dl-too familiar prelude to persond,
physica action. He had planned to shroud the head to avoid recognition then lay the man cold for a
two-hour stretch.

But the leg sgndled that the wayfarer was a Scotian. Duvorac was not donein his caculaions. With or
without Garamasian knowledge, the Scotian high Command was keeping aline open to their ships.

Reptile quick, the Scotian had sensed danger. He was round the corner in atwisty knot with a bulbous
blaster sawing about for atarget.

Fletcher grabbed for the wrist and the cold contact sent agalvanic surge through his body. Oncein, he
was okay. He had timeto think that it might not always be so, that some time he might be inhibited by
fear, whatever his mind wanted to do about it; then there was only the cold, efficient pattern of
destruction.

Maybe thefirst shrinking of the nerves had ausein forcing areaction. He felt his mind sharpened beyond
normal, with every ongoing move crystd clear.



He took the Scotian's own kinetic urge and threw him into the culvert, then jumped down feet together as
onto alanding pad.

Persond scores cameinto it. Knowledge of what the Scotian had done to his own crewmen. When there
was every reason to believe the man had aflat EEG, he still took his laser and drilled a pattern of bodkin
holesin the narrow skull.

Nothing could ook more dead than a dead Scotian. Ghoulish blue-white skin, reptile mouth gone dack
showing the ridged bone that wastheracia variant for teeth, pale eyesturned up to leave glaring pink
disks. A gone scavenger.

They were the hatchet men of the O.G.A. organization, swarming from their dung-hued planet to pack
into their deadly ships much as Northmen had packed the long boats that preyed on Europe in thelong
gone past. But without the Northman's heroic zest and barbaric splendour. They were cold, sadistic
killers, without any code except expediency.

Hetcher kndt by the body and searched through the uniform pouches. Therewas nothing to givehima
lead. That figured. They travelled light. Identity, stencilled on the | eft forearm claimed that he had been an
executive in the power section of his ship, Alope -frigate class. Clan name Hathor. Number, birth group
and dates of previous service. They carried the detall as a decoration.

Fletcher straightened up and checked the dley and the T-junction. Nothing moved. He went back and
picked up the body, which was curioudy lightweight for itssize.

Hewent on a a quick walk, paused at the open end, then crossed the clear space a ajog trot. Only his
subconscious was counting the metres and triggered off the sgnd to sweet a the half-way mark.

But Duvorac's timetable was holding up. In under fifty seconds, he was dropping into the first blast
trench.

At thefoot of Petrel's gantry, he stopped for abreak. Leaving Hathor in the ditch, he hoisted himself up
for alook round the set. From this point only the blank side of termina buildings showed up like white
cliffs. Nearer in, was aline of empty pads stretching in an arc either way with the two Scotian ships down
|eft.

Using an elevator would show up as a power take on some engineer's console. He would have to climb.
He lifted Hathor out and dumped him on the blast bed midway between Petrel's tripod jacks.

Here he was shidlded, anyway, by the containing walls of the pit and insgde the gantry, asketchy run of
cladding screened the ladders. But he could not help think that Duvorac had been over smooth. At any
point, some security-minded officia a Misson Control might run ascan to seethat al waswell with the
idleships.

At the main hatch, there was no cover. He crossed aten-metre gangway on his belly and only stood up
againgt the.G.O. blazon, where he reckoned the pattern would be camouflage enough.

Inside, he felt more at home than anytimein the last ten days. Petrel was a more recent marque than
Terrapin; but the layout was not much different. He went through the lock into a smal reception area
and through again into the narrow centra trunk that communicated with al modules.

First he dropped down under gravity, through the power pack to the freight bay which doubled as ship's
hospital. There, be broke out adisposal sack and lowered a hook to pick up the Scotian.

Within two hours there would be nothing for anybody to find of Hathor.



Then he activated the moving grab line and hauled himsalf two hundred metresinto the cone.

As Duvorac had predicted, the view from the forward gunnery module might have been set up for visua
recce of the internment complex. Using the powerful direct vision scopes, he quartered the area.

Fifteen minutes close work and Fletcher was confident he could walk round the cage without aguide. He
still had an hour before the next break in the power screen. He dropped to the command cabin and sat
on the gymbol mounted acceleration couch on the command idand. Circling dowly, he remembered
Terrapin as she made the last course change that strained every centimetre of her hull and sent her
dreaking in for thekill.

A tell-tale on the communication's desk blegped for ahaf minute before he recognized that it was not
sounding in hismind.

It was one way traffic and scrambled at that. But atape punched it out in clear for him to read off.
“Screen on full operation. Stay.”

It wasjust aswell he had visited the control cabin. Duvorac's master-mind was too fond of long shots for
comfort. But then, like the man said, individuas were expendable in the public interest. You just had to
take aprofessiond view.

Chapter Two

Dag FHetcher fixed himself amed at the ward room dispenser and ate with one ear cocked for a
summoning blegp on the communi cations console.

Two hours moving round the ship proved Duvorac dead right on one score. Shewas dl systems go.
Except for the gantry, locked on at two points, she was ready to blast off.

Outsdelight levels began to drop. Twilight on Garamas was uniform and fagt. Light acigarette in broad
day and you could flick its glowing stub in an arc againgt black night. But before dusk made true
darkness, there was arecrudescence of cinnamon light, a curious warm glow that was a unique feature of
the planet.

Fletcher stood by adirect vision port waiting for it, looking over towards Krigtinobyl—alfiligree of light.
From thisangle, it could be anywhere he had ever been. European Space Corporation complex looked
like that from ships on the perimeter. All catsgrey in the dark. Where did that get him, anyway?

It was more atime for nostalgiathan for deep thought. A time of diffused excitement with no focus. A
feding that anything was possible; that anything might devel op from this minute now, which would change
the future. Nothing ever did. But he recognized that it wasimportant to believe that it could. Without
some expectation that the future could be changed, that a man's past and present were not necessarily a
strait-jacket on him, there would be no reason to go on.

Brought up by acosmic dimmer, the set flooded briefly with reddish-brown. Kristinobyl put on a
structured skin and appeared solidly on the cyclorama. Every detail was momentarily clear, beforea
smooth fade-out into deep blackness that picked out the sky as a star map.

Fletcher moved asthe light went to look across at the Scotian frigates. He was | eft with a picture on his
reting, that persisted against the black curtain. Below the freight hatch on the nearer ship, there had been
ablurred movement. Hismind tried to fill out the pattern from the clues and supplied afull-colour version
of agreen-uniformed Scotian being winched smartly aboard by ahoist line.

Reason could find no flaw. In two minutes, he was convinced that it was what he had seen. Wdll, that



figured. Hathor had been returning from his ship. They probably had awatch detail working. Regular
changes. Keep dl hands on awar footing.

Hetcher moved restlesdy about the silent ship. Knowledge that Scotians were aboard their craft was
unsettling. It turned the two dlent landmarksinto strongpoints. For asure thing, units of themain
armament would be trained on Petrel asagarting gambit.

Habit died hard. She was not his ship; but asthe only executive on the site, he was responsible for her
safety. He climbed again to the gunnery module, picked up the Scotians on adirection grid and lined up a
destructor beam for each midship's module.

Hair trigger relays were et to fall on detection of enemy fire. If Petrel was hit, asplit second later, the
Scotians would join her as molecular scrap.

It was a certain fragment to shore against time's ruin; but not enough. Fletcher took another look at the
communications desk. No dice. Duvorac was temporarily out of programme.

He gave him ten minutes and spent the time sorting through the communications locker for monitor gear.
A compressed air pistol, with aclip of pea-sized adhesive transmitter buttons was the handiest choice.
Range marked on the butt was two hundred metres; but he reckoned he would have to get nearer than
that to hit even afrigate in the dark.

He shoved it in hisbelt to leave hishands free and et himsdf out by the main hatch.

Up aoft, there had seemed to be enough light to work by, with the nimbus thrown up by Kristinobyl and
the stars, but at ground level, he was shadowed by solid structures. He alowed himsalf amiserly beam
from ahooded torch to get clear of the gantry and dropped into a blast trench that ran towards the
Scotians.

After threeintersections, on adog-leg course, he calculated that he was over haf way and coming up to
extremerangefor the pistol. The rim of the trench was at finger-tip stretch and hewent up in asilent
heave.

Lying flat, he closed his eyes and opened them dowly. The frigates were dead ahead, athickening of
darkness on darkness. He went dong on hands and knees feeling away forward for the next
intersection.

He hit it twenty metres on and the targets were clearer. Now it was possible to separate the dim cylinder
of the nearer ship from its gantry. But not near enough to be sure. He dropped into the trench, and went
up the other side.

Thistime, there wasalong run, on thelip of aprimary channd that fanned out from the pad and took the
first surge of flame from the rocket motors.

Fifty metres from the tripod jacks, he knelt like amarksman with the pistol steadied by knee and arm and
fired three times, spacing them out from the freight module to the cone.

Reaching the far ship took longer. There was more on the ground than he had seen from Petrel, storage
crates, parked surface craft and afuelling tender. When he checked histime disk, he found he had been
two hours on the mission. He planted four, five and six and turned back.

Moving towards light was easier and he made better time. Petredl's gantry was only twenty metres off,
when the nudge of asixth sense pulled him up short.



Back to the stonewadll of hisgully, hetried to sort out impressions. Petrel and the girder work of the
gantry, were fused in acontinuous blur. Imagination played tricks. There could be movement anywhere a
al. Hetold himself he was being over-cautious and began to move forward. Then atiny metalic click
orientated him. Whatever wasthere, was a ground level.

Suddenly he knew how it would be. Two could play the eavesdropping game. It would haveto bea
party from the first ship, otherwise he would have met them head on. While he was circling farther out to
get at the second rocket, they had gotten ahead. Then he must have followed aong.

Ingtinct had him debating how to cut them down. But the ongoing implication of that held him back.
Successful or nat, it would put afinger on Petrd for sure. So far, they would have no clue of what had
happened to Hathor. He might have disappeared in Kristinobyl. They were just leaving no stone
unturned. He could see the cold mind of a Scotian commander handling the problem and checking every
angle, however improbable.

As of now, there was nothing to pick up from the Earth ship. They should be alowed to report back with
anegative. All he needed to know waswhat kind of device they had fixed.

He got himsdlf out of the channd, fedling theweight of hisbody. It was getting to be ahard night. At the
top, he dipped out of his shoes, shoved onein either pocket of histunic, and moved dong making no
sound, until he was fending off from the gantry cladding with thefinger tips of both hands.

His earspicked up on atond dry clicking, very quigt, like amuted and dowed-down cicada.

There was some satisfaction in having atheory confirmed. Not that he could understand it. Scotian
gpeech was one on its own, agrouping of paatal clicksin acode that only a semantics computer could
crack.

They were over left by agap in the structure through which he had left. Walking in through there, would
have set him up asatarget againgt thedim light.

Petiently, moving acentimetre at atime, Hetcher felt hisway aong the cladding to the next open section.
He was working round the freight elevator trunk and they were very close. More clicks, which carried a
sense of findity. They were through. He heard the pad of feet moving away and swivelled round his
corne.

Between the lattice of the cage, he picked out two shadowy forms going home.

It took al of fifteen minutesto find the box and when he had it, he was not sure that it was a recent plant
or part of the exigting circuits of the gantry. Fixed knee-high in the angle of agirder, it would belost even
in broad day. A fine multicore cable plugged into the case and ran aoft, neetly strapped every metre.

Confirmation came, when he traced the lead through and found a saucer-shaped suction cup at the
business end like ablister on the underside of the freight bay.

They had gonein for subgtantial gear; asingle unit, but powerful enough to pick up sound from anywhere
inthe ship. Also, with aremote-sited transmitter, it would not show, if the ship ran a check for abug
fixed to its outer skin.

He went back and disconnected the transmitter, then made hisway through the main hatch.

Nothing had changed. He fixed himsdf some coffee and took it into the command module. Working with
ahooded light on the communications desk, he clipped the bug to an amplifier circuit, that would deliver
its catch through the tannoy and filter speech through the language cracker.



Oneat atime, he brought in the six transmitter buttons. One and two on thefirst ship were deed. Three
brought in breathing and adow heart beat. That figured. They were using the cone module as awatch
tower. One man there. Two out an the mission. Duty detail of three. Maybe one changed each day. He
had been lucky. Hathor's rdief man might have been right behind him.

Four, five and six were dead. So the second ship had no permanent crew. Back with number one button,
he waited for the two men to come home. There wastime to consider the strangeness of what he was
doing, alonein the sllent corvette. Earth wasinfinitely distant. He was a speck, an itinerant consciousness
with no point of reference, performing bizarre actions for no reason. | think therefore | am. Or, | act
therefore | am? Speculation cut off, as the whine of awinch sounded out startlingly close. A cable ran out
and retracted. Brief speech, followed by the chatter of his own computer, asit punched out atrandation.

Heread it off as he tracked them through the ship.
“Report to Urion. | will switch the receiver to module one.”
1] Chaj<.ll

Button two picked up the action in the command module. Button three brought in Urion, the executivein
charge.

“Wel?

“It isdone lieutenant. Noropsis switching through. There was no sign that the Earth ship is manned.”
“No sgn of Hathor?’

“No, lieutenant.”

“He sad nothing to you before he [eft?’

“No, lieutenant.”

“Neverthdess, you will beinterrogated.”

Fletcher found it hard to sympathize with a Scotian, but he recognized it was rough on the man.
Interrogation in that service could mean anything up to piecemed dismemberment. In this case, with
trained space crew thin on the ground, they would probably stop short of anything that would damage his
efficiency. But it would be bad. It was an everlasting surprise that the rank-and-file never mutinied. Asfar
asit was known, there was no case on record of a Scotian crew shedding a Captain Bligh and setting up
on an atoll.

The printed dialogue remained cool. Discipline was built in from an early age.
“I know nothing, lieutenant.”
“Weshdl see”

A second ddlivery dot on the communi cations desk put out another tape. It was Duvorac, getting in on
the act with an all-clear. “ Screen reverted. Use next period. Report 1100.”

There was under seven minutes. Fletcher cleared away al traces of hisvisit with brisk economical
movements. | act therefore | am. Maybe that was the truth for him. Purposeful occupation conferred
identity, he was better following orders.



On theway out, he reconnected the Scotian transmitter. Let them drink their fill of silence. Onething was
astone hard certainty, there would be around-the-clock vigil at the other end for aslong as Petrel
remained on her pad.

* * * %

Kristinobyl was perking up for the night shift. The business quarter was blacked out, but the pleasure
domes of the entertainment sector were taking a double ration of power from the grid. In the lobby of the
Space Termina Hotel, Fletcher debated whether or not to take an auto-shuttle and go out for adrink.
But the isolation of the last hours had cut back appetite for the socia scene. Instead, he stopped off at
the tenth floor VistaBar and carried his glass out on the balcony.

Revellerswere thin on the ground and he had it to himsalf. He leaned on therail, looking out down a
broad avenue, with illuminated fountains, towards the city centre where the action was. There was
enough muted noise flowing in, to mask any sound at his back and the thin querulous voice, speaking in
English that sounded ametre behind hisleft ear seemed to have arrived by spontaneous crestion.

There was no doubt about the solidity of its owner, however. He had gained afull-sized Garamasian, all
in black, with a high-crowned peaked cap, carrying the three intertwined rings of the security service.

“Commander Hetcher?”’
“Thesame”

“You are not easy to find. | have made two visits here today. No one was able to tell me where you had
gone”

If the statement conceal ed aquestion it was doomed to frustration. FHetcher said, “Well, now you have
me. What did you want to see me about?’

“I am Colond Pedasun, Government Security Service.”

It was his bad night for reactions. If he expected his hearer to drop his glass and clutch the balcony with
both hands, he had another disappointment.

“Y ou have donewdl.”

Pedasun's black eye disks were unruffled by any cat's-paw of emotion, but he had recognized the answer
asfrivolous.

“I understand that Earthmen are not serious minded. But you will find that the position of aforeigner in
Garamasisnot somejoke. | have come mysdf so that you will gppreciate the gravity of the Stuation you
aein.”

“What dtuation?”’

“In thefirg place you have made abad choice of assstant. The girl Yolaisunreliable. Thereis suspicion
at least that sheisinvolved with an extremist student group which will soon be on the proscribed list. She
has been tolerated so far out of respect for her father, who is an important man.”

“Sheisavery efficient interpreter. Asfar as| know, sheisaso avery conscientious student. | would not
see her as adanger to the state.”

“But then as an Earthman you would not know about the peculiar delicacy of our palitical scene. You
have visited the Science Wing at the Polytech. Why was that?’



“To seehow the other half live”

“Where have you been today?’

“Around and about in Kristinobyl. No specid place”
“A long period for random sightseeing.”
“Placesinterest me.”

“I will be frank with you and expect franknessin return. Asyou will know, there are two Scotian frigates
impounded in the port. Part of the crews are on open surveillance in the town. They have been herea
long time and close captivity would be unreasonable. One of the men has disappeared. It is known that
Earth and Scotia are hitterly opposed. It could be that you met this man and were provoked into combat.
If that is so and you can throw light on the affair, you should tell me now. It may be possible to hushiit up.
The Scotian command naturaly are pressing for afull investigation.”

“I can't hdpyou.”

“Cannot or will not?1 can assureyou, if you areinvolved and this comes out in an open enquiry, your
organization will be powerlessto assst you.”

“Why out of the millionsin Krigtinobyl do you cometo me? It doesn't make any sense.”

Pedasun walked to the rail and looked out over the city. Fletcher finished his drink and stood the glass on
ahandy table. Hislast question hung about unanswered. A group of Garamasiansin animated discussion,

like the overflow from a convention, came through to the balcony, saw the black uniform and went out in

sudden slence.

It reminded Hetcher that he was pushing hisluck. Duvorac might well be poking grapes through the bars
a him by the time of tomorrow'stryst.

On the other hand, there was no good way of handling atype like Pedasun. Take a conciliatory line and
he would tramp al over the psyche. He soldiered on asif he had not noticed the hiatusin the dialogue.
“Niceto have met you, Colond. Sorry | can't help you with your problem. Check the zoo. Y our missing
man might have strayed into areptile house and found it to hisliking. See you again, no doubt.”

He was five metres off before Pedasun realised he was losing his audience. Garamasian facid geography
was anatura for amine of malice and Fetcher was lucky not to seeit. The voice carried aharmonic of
it, however, asthe security man spoke over hisshoulder. “1 am quite sure, we shdl meet again,
Commander. Do not leave Krigtinobyl without notifying my office.”

* * * %

Duvorac looked as though he had not moved in the intervening hours. Given the Venusian's ability to
operate for severa dayswithout deep, that could have been true. Hisfirst question was hardly more
friendly in tone than Pedasun's and Dag Fletcher had a case in wondering whose side he was on.

“Why did you find it necessary to kill the Scotian? It has caused serious diplomatic difficulty at atime
when we do not want embarrassment.”

Fletcher reckoned he had been at the receiving end long enough. He had taken a seat opposite the
human cuboid. It enabled him to stand up as though walking out. “I take it there would have been equa
embarrassment in having to explain why | was found dead on the route to the military zone. If you do not
trust me to use my discretion in any Stuation you should find someone ese for your operation.”



Duvorac switched to conciliation and even tried to smile, knowing from atheoretical point of view that it
wasasggn of fair intent in the Earth culture.

The net product was an amalgam of the sinister and the malevolent; but clued in by the voice, it lost some
of itsvisua shock. He said mildly, “Pray St down again, Commander. Y ou aretoo hasty. | havethe
highest regard for your abilities. Tell me how you found the ship.”

Fletcher took histimeto get back to his seat, making it clear that he was till in doubt about going on.
Military assessment was aneutral field however and an 1.G.O. Commissar had every right to hisopinion.
“She's sound. Ready to go. | had timeto check her through. A very efficient unit.”

“ And the Scotians?’

“| was coming to that. One with awatch detail. One not. | fixed pickups on both. They have no idea
what happened to their man.”

“That was very enterprising of you.”

The tone was ambivalent. Fletcher took asharp ook at the Commissar to try to judge whether that was
agraight comment. He might aswell have searched for aripple on an egg. He soldiered on with the plain
tale. “They had the sameidea. Petrel ishooked up on amonitor.”

Some animation crept into Duvorac'stone. “ That is bad. They will know that you were there.”
“Not s0. Asfar asthat goesthey believe sheisempty. We can disstheir gear any timefor aperiod.”
“Very good. You have aflair for thiswork, Commander.”

Fletcher waited for it. Flattery was ever aprelude for adicey proposition. He was not wrong. Duvorac
went on, “How would Y olareact to an opportunity for helping some of the members of her group who
areinterned at the detention centre?’

It was pointlessto ask what the man knew about Y olas extra-curricular activities. Obvioudy, there was
very little on Garamas that escaped his net.

“Shewould takeit. But she shouldn't be asked. Security aready have her number. | had avist from a
certain Colonel Pedasun who left mein no doubt.”

“Pedasun is shrewd but limited. What | have in mind is ademonstration outside the centre, which would
cause acertain amount of confusion. It would be timed to coincide with avisit you would maketo the
crew of Petrel. Our agent would take the chance to hidein your car. Y ou would leave while the guards
were gtill concerned in looking outwards for athreet.”

“Very psychological. Supposethey search?’

“That would be unfortunate. But the agent would not betray you. It would be an opportunist move. Y ou
would not beimplicated.”

* * % %

In spite of ceremonid rig and a plushy officid car with the |.G.O. pennant streaming from the transom,
Fletcher graded himsdlf astherat of dl time, when he answered asmart salute and idled through the
checkpoint at the internment camp.

Y olahad been easy. Taken it as progress, to get avisitor interested in the cause. She had sold it to the



group and it had spread to al who looked on the internment camp as asymbol of unpopular government
and every faction could identify somewhere. They had worked day and night on aplan for Krigtinobyl's
first essay in student demo. Small groups had been leaving the city for hours. They wereto dressin
white—thetraditional colour of mourning—and assemble a the main gate, then walk in slence round the
compound. Not revolution, red in tooth and claw; but abig step for people sold on the obedience ticket
from thecrib.

Fletcher had passed some of them on the road. Very excited and talkative, very naive. Hefdt oldin
guile, acorrupter of youth.

Hisdriver presented the |.G.O. pass. A guard walked the length of the shuttle, looking in through the
plexiglass dome and waving them on with another snappy sdute.

Inside, they crossed an open courtyard and sidied in under acanopy for Fletcher to make a status
building entrance to the reception area. He let anyone who was interested, hear him say, “1'll be thirty
minutes. Be here & fifteen-forty-five.”

The car pulled away to wait in a parking lot behind the main building and he went on into the lobby.

Gilded cage notwithstanding, Petrel's skeleton crew, when he found them, were ripe for mayhem. Even
Cotgrave, a phlegmatic, square-built man, with around, open face, co-pilot and acting Commander of
the unit, was at the far edge of tolerance.

Hesad, “Look, Commander, you can tdl Varley we've had enough. What in hdll ishe playing at? Why
can't Petrel rgoin the fleet? She was on an officiad vigt with the squadron. There was no cdl for
internment. | reckon if somebody got their finger out, she could be operationa tomorrow. Weve had
enough of these goons and that's afact.”

Six others crowded round to get the news from home and there was no disguising the fact that they
resented the 1.G.O. rep.

Fetcher found it an unusua experience and one he could have done without. Here were seven highly
trained space men rotting on the beach and he had been angled into the dot of avisting staff type handing
out the establishment line.

Cotgrave remembered protocol with an obvious effort and introduced him round. There were two from
each section. Enough to make Petrel aviable propostion for ashort haul. Bennett and Sluman from
Navigation; Johnson and L edsham from Communications, Engles and Hocker from Power.

On free choice, he wouldn't have taken any one in acrew. They were sour and argumentative. Morae
had taken aknock or rather had been dowly drained off. If there had been any redl hardship it would
have been better for discipline.

Fletcher told himsdlf to suspend judgement and tried to make contact. After ten minutes, he recognized
that he was making out, except with Dave Hocker, youngest of the group, alarge-boned, dark-haired
type who carried amammoth chip about chair-borne administrators who, on hisanays's, wouldn't know
arocket ship from their own ass.

If there had been no background complication, Dag Fletcher would have been nettled by it. Asit was,
there was an exercise in managerid techniquesto keep hismind off sin. He handed out a batch of mail
and some of the tension went out. He took Cotgrave aside.

“What's with this Hocker?’



“Don't take too much notice of the boysjust now. They've had abellyful. It was abad mission, before
ever we got here. Hocker'sagood man at hisjob. I'll agree he knows it. He was disappointed when
Engles was made executive. We lost Power One with the captain.”

Fletcher looked at the time disk. Bang on the nose. God, it was asking alot from amob of amateursto
hit a precise time on abig operation. Duvorac was the optimist of the century.

Bennett asmdl wiry figure with anarrow, intelligent face and a shock of very black hair, caled over from
the window that filled one side of the common room, “ Skipper. Look out here. Something's worrying the
goons. They'redl over the place.”

Garamasian guards were gppearing a the double to form up on the square. Late comers were still
buttoning tunics. The keening wall of asiren sarted up as Cotgrave moved.

Lining the window, the Earthmen watched an officer, using a powered megaphone, walk down theline.
Garamasian gobbledegook filtered through the double-glazing.

Cotgrave said, “Maybeit'sabreak out. What do you say, Commander?’

The crackle of atannoy from aroof grille answered for him. A Garamasian voice using silted English
said, “All detainess are ingtructed to return to their quarters. Do not leave your deeping space. Anyone
moving in the open will be shot on sght. All vistorsmust leave now.”

Sticks of soldiery were pedling off. Files of eight—the Garamasian basic number. Running jerkily to
emergency dations on the perimeter. Except that they were not waving riot sticks and nobody fell flatina
mud patch, it was like watching ahigoric, slent movie,

Cotgrave said, “ Y ou'd better get clear, Commander. Do no good to get you interned for ignoring that
order. They're dead touchy about regs. Half the residents hardly know why they'reinsde. Well seeyou

agan?”
“I'll work on it. Petrel may be cleared for service any time. Be ready for that.”

Hetried to pack asignificant look into it, remembering that roomsin this complex would be monitored
and Cotgrave nodded.

“WEell beready. As of now, well do like the man said and go back to the cdlls.”

In reception, there were others waiting for transport out. Three Garamasians, who looked like legal
consultants and a Scotian with the deeve braid of alieutenant, who stood apart and tracked Fletcher
through with acold glare.

Hewaked straight to the desk and asked for his car to be called. Without looking up, the Garamasian
orderly spoke rapidly into anintercom. A small thing, but akind of insolence and Fetcher realized that
the rank and file had no timefor 1.G.O.

Using speech tones, he said, “What isthe emergency about?’ The man went on checking alis.

Hetcher leaned over took the dack of histunic at the neck, and gave ashake, “What is the emergency
about?’

Thistime he got attention. The man used English and fairly spat out, “ Some young fools are assembled a
the gate. Y our ideas of civil disturbance have caught on. Y ou will see how we ded withiit.”



That was apoint. Yolaand her friends could be in more danger than they knew. Too many for mass
arrest, but some punitive action would follow for sure.

Thel.G.O. car edged in to the bay. He marched acrossto it and got in. There was nothing to see and he
thought that Duvorac had been too optimistic. In some waysit was arelief. The demondtration was not
being cynicaly used for another purpose. They would haveto try again, with amilitary-type, cutting out
operation.

At the checkpoint, the same guard saw them through. Duvorac had guessed right on that count. There
was no detailed search. Even as he walked the length of the car, the man kept looking over his shoulder
at the uncharacterigtic action going on outside.

A fifty-metre clear area surrounded the complex. Drawn up midway in the space, on a hundred-metre
front, was a solid eight-deep phaanx of slent, white figures holding awake.

The organizers had donewell. It was an impressive sight. The silence of so many was atangible thing.

Fletcher's car turned out of the barrier and moved dowly between the camp wall and the leading file. He
tried to pick out Y ola, but she could have been any one of a dozen, anonymous shrouded figures.

Asthey cleared the end marker, and rose ten metresto their flight lane, atannoy spoke from a
watchtower set on high stilts over theflat roof of the gatehouse.

Fletcher said, “ Slow,” and dewed round in his sest.
There was no movement from the silent ranks. A file of guardslined the parapet.

The car was nearing an intersection, where they would pick the ring road for Kristinobyl. Suddenly
Fetcher knew how it would be. Following honourable precedent, the Commandant would try awhiff of

grapeshot.

Hisorder to “ Turn around. Run between the crowd and the gate,” was gtill echoing round the shuttle,
when pinpoints of red flame blossomed briefly al aong the firestep.

A long swathe of the front rank were down, some to stay, some crawling random fashion to get clear.
Both ends of the column broke and ran for it. From above, the white line seemed to have been stretched
suddenly like éastic and snapped &t its centre.

The guardsfired again methodicaly picking off the sragglers.

Fletcher said again, gritty with anger that swamped out every other factor, “Back. Turn around and go
back.”

There was no answer. When he whipped round, ready to pluck the man from his console and take it
himsalf, he had to concede that the man had his problems.

A slvery Fingalnan girl had wriggled from under the squab like an adder, looking infinitely delicate and
fragilein ataut, lime-green leotard, which could have been sprayed on by a make-up artist.

Feminine charm could only go so far. Currently, she was sticking adender tiletto amillimetre or sointo
the sde of the engineer's neck and her voice wasfull of conviction. Bell-likein timbre, it had abizarre
way with English.

“Not so Commandaire. | am sorree to seem obstetrical, but we'ave to be real queek. Som omelette ees



not made without breaking som egg. Do not worree. Much good will com. Make people theenk, |
guesss. Wedriveon. | am Xenia”

Behind them, the one-way battle was over. All who could had gone. The guards had stopped firing. Only
amedica tender would be welcome.

Fletcher was coldly angry. He saw that Duvorac had only told half atale. He must have known what was
likely to happen. He had dso known that the agent was agirl. It was time he took a personal line or they
would walk al over him.

Heleaned forward casudly as though accepting the Situation. Then his hands shot over the squab and
plucked her out of her bucket seat.

For acount of five, it was asif he had hauled asmall hot shark aboard adinghy. He was reminded that
Fingal nian metabolism kept its daughters' blood agood five degrees higher than his own. Hewas
grappling with atricky, polystyrene modd. Then he damped down al action by sheer body weight.

He cdled over to hisdriver who was gill bemused and rubbing his neck, “ Cdl Kristinobyl Generd
Hospitd. Say it'samultiple accident. Makeit urgent. Then get back to 1.G.O.”

To his pneumatic bedfellow, now trying to Sink anest set of white teeth into his shoulder, he said, “ Relax.
Tdl medl about yoursef.”

Chapter Three

Duvorac had Xeniaat hisright hand, an incongruous running mate. She was perched lightly on ahigh
stoal, only lacking achromium bar rall to fill out the set. A faint sandawood perfume drifted out asfrom a
smouldering joss stick. Wide-open, green eyes, dramatized by clever shading and an oblique flare of
eyebrow, never |eft Fletcher'sface.

He got thefeding that, in agenera way, she was reading his mind, before he had actualy sorted hisideas
into aform of words. That figured. As herecdled, E.S.P. was afinely developed art on her home planet.
He made a note that on any important issue, he would have to keep information from the transfer areas of
his brain and conscioudy use masking techniques.

Asof now it was robbing what he had to say of someimpact. He could have signed off and let the two of
them get on with it. But he could sill seethe quiet patient ranks of young Garamasians being chopped
down. Somebody had to be ombudsman.

Hewound up with, “I know al the argument about ends and means. I'll concede that vis-a-vis O.G.A.
we can't afford to lose. But | don't go aong with massacres of the innocent. Count me right out.”

Xenias green eyes remained unblinking and unfathomable. He could tell that she wastrying to probe
behind the manifest for fissures of insincerity. Taking advantage of her concentration, he cleared hismind
and tried to useits ill centre asacrysta, ready to vibrate to any signa she might be sending on her own
account.

There was nothing precise to register. Only aconviction that she was completely amord. Right and
wrong were interesting abstractions that made other people tick, but carried no imperatives. She would
judge every stuation on its meritsfor its balance of advantage.

Even a that, she must beloya or awily operator like Duvorac would have no usefor her. Also, selection
for thel.G.O. service was thorough and tough.



Xeniagave open proof that shewas digging around in his head. “Y ou worree about me, Commandaire.
That eeesnaice, | guess. We wedl | get on veray well togethaire.”

“Y ou haven't been ligening. I've done my stint asafifth column.”

Duvorac judged that the junior ranks had talked enough. He fished about on his console and found a
printed signal. Spesking as he handed it out, he said, *1 must remind you, Commander, that in war, there
are things to be done which no one likes. None of us has any choice. Neither me nor you.

Thedirective was brief enough and was signed by Varley. Key sentence read, “ Until the findings of the
enquiry into theloss of Terrapin are published Commander D. Fletcher is seconded for service with the
I.G.O. Consulate on Garamas. He will accept ingtructions given persondly by the I.G.O. Commissar for
Garamas under the terms of military service requirements.”

So thereit wasin print aive, so he could be sureit was true. Unless Duvorac had cooked it up to
drengthen hisarm.

The thought had barely formed when Xeniasaid, 1 was here when eet came through, Commandaire.
There ees no deception.”

Fletcher said, “An oath isan oath. | accept that. Also amanisaman. Y ou will have to accept that. If you
go beyond what | believeisright, | shal say s0.”

“Y ou are able to judge that better than | can? | have noticed before that Earthmen have abuilt-in
arrogance, which is often unsupported by red understanding. However, Commander, | think you will
begin to appreciate the problems we face, when | tell you what X enia here has been doing.”

Xenia, moved by some unexpected residue of modesty, left her high seat and walked behind Fletcher's
chair leaving a pollen cloud that would set her up as a prime mover in Garamasian café society.

Duvorac went on, “ She has penetrated anumber of organizationsin Kristinobyl and neighbouring cities.
Thereisno doubt at dl that preparations are well under way to force a coup d'état and put in power an
extreme right-wing government, which would take the planet into the O.G.A. sphere. Indeed O.G.A.
agents are active in these groups, Scotians, Sabazians, and Laodamians. They seem confident that there
will be no opposition—though you know yoursdlf that many of the young people haveradica views.”

There was a pause. Xenia had wandered near the back of his chair and Fletcher could feel convection
currents as if from afree standing hesater. 1t needed adirect question to get his mind on the agendaand
Duvorac supplied it. “What do you know of the Laodamians, Commander?’

“Not much. They'rewdl insde O.G.A. space. 1.G.O. military ships never vigt. | wasthere, for abrief
stopover, in a European Space Corporation freighter. Never |eft the space port. Hominoid. Advanced.
Look like gorillas, but that's deceptive. Technicaly very smart. Taken public persuasion techniques asfar
asthey go. Beyond what is permitted under the |.G.O. Charter of Human Rights. | recall now, we had
the ship under full screening dl the time we werein the gravisphere.”

“Thank you, Commander. Very useful. That is o, of course. Why would there be Laodamiansin these
underground groups?’

“If a putsch isintended, they could be useful to soften up public opinion.”

“That iswhat | think. But you can seeit isimportant that we know what methods are to be used. Then
we can develop a counterstrike.”



“What about the government? They ought to do something about it.”

“The officia government isundermined by traitors. It is unable to do anything againg this strong minority,
which hasdliesamongs al the old ruling families. No, we have to save them from themsel ves without
being seento do s0.”

“| seethat. What do you want meto do?’

“Work with Xenia. Thereisone investigation you can make right away. She hasidentified aregular
meeting place outsde Kristinobyl. Thereisagrowing cache of technica equipment. Y ou may be ableto
decide how it isto be used.”

“An engineer would be a better choice.”

“Y ou are too modest, Commander. | have been studying your service profile. It isvery impressive.”
Xeniasad, “1 like eet, ds0.”

The peopl€'s choice stood up. “When do we start?’

“Very soon. First the back room boyswill fix you anew identity. Also anew face. Don't be alarmed No
surgery. Just athin plastic skin that goes on and comes off like amask. Good luck.”

* * % %

Standing in Krigtinobyl main square, waiting for Xeniato meet him under the clock, Fletcher felt
integrated with the heavy-classintriguers of dl time. The make-up syndicate had done agood job. His
face had been given asguareish cast. Looking at himself after the event, he had believed it was atrick
mirror. He couldn't recognize himsalf which ought to be good enough.

Ethnic stock was more difficult to hide, so he was acivilian Earthman, one of the many who lived and
worked in the cosmopolitan business sector of Kristinobyl. Papersidentified him as Harry Fenton, a
technica assstant in afirm of micro switchgear importers.

When she arrived with a quick, buoyant step, Xenia could have been any smal, dark Eastern-European
type keeping adate. Straight black hair swung silkily to her shoulders; skilful colouring masked normal
skin pdlor; aloving artist in foam plastic had given her ogee arch treatment under her tabard to rival an
Apsaras.

Only the hand she put on hisarm was out of character. Its warmth was electric. She said, ambiguoudly,
“How do you laike eet, Harree?’

It was abig question, so he played for timewith “1 can takeit or leaveit.” Her throaty giggle earned a
blank stare from atraditiond Garamasian matron in ablack caftan, who was walking the statutory half
pace behind her husband. They were in business as a vaudeville team.

After theinitial strangeness, Fetcher recognized that he was enjoying the experience. He had aways
been aware of his own tendency to act out a part and stand aside as a spectator while it was going on,
amogt in self-mockery. But there had dways been an undertone of unresolved guilt, asthough he knew
he should not be doing it. He had dways envied men like Cameron of Hawk, who were totaly outgoing
and never had adoubt about their misson. Thiswas aholiday for aschizo. Split persondity in the line of
duty. He began to elaborate on therole.

Working round to the downtown area, where acar for arun outside the city could be hired without
question, hetook hislush Semiteinto an actudities arena. On the huge ova stage the 3-D projections



were working diligently through a complicated orgy sequence that would have had De Sade clapping his
handswith childlike glee.

Hetcher said, “Do you notice anything?’

“What am | supposed to look at, Harree? Ees eet som specid trick you laike me to remembaire in case
we make love? Thees ees anaice new sideto your nature. | thought you Earthmen were prunes.”

“Not on the stage. Round about.”
“Menee Scotians.”
“That's 0. Thiswould draw them in. Like setting ajam pot for wasps.”

Three metres off a Scotian turned dowly in his seat and Stared a Xenia; a satanshape for any Walpurgis
night. Hisface was a set mask with adribble of thin liquid from the corners of the mouth. He had
obvioudy suspended disbelief and was getting his catharsis in the best tradition of dramatic art, but
something had disturbed concentration.

Fletcher put hisarm casudly round the girl and walked her away towards a refreshment buffet.

Hesaid, “Therésathing. They can give you anew contour, but they can't dter your metabolism. That
one had picked up your high-grade, therma agitation. Y ou should be kept strictly onice. We must
remember that. Scotians have long range radar for little, hot-blooded femaes.”

“But not Earthmen, Harree? How do you get to be so cold and caculating?’
“It'sjust aknack.”

“Knack? What ees thees ‘knack'?’

“Never mind. Maybe I'll let you see it sometime.”

“Dont triflewith adefencdess girl, Harree.”

It was all good knockabout stuff, but Fletcher reckoned they ought to get on before she reached out for
acustard pie.

They circulated dowly for the far exit and picked up a shuttle from the rank. Xeniadid some quick
dialing on the auto setter and they sat in the rumble under an observation dome.

Every architecturd stylein the Galaxy had been tried out in Kristinobyl. Out of the centre, which was
being redevel oped as tower cores with plug-in capsules on abasic lattice, there wasatime gap in every
suburb. Heavy mastabas in the traditiond Garamasian style, blank to the street, with amaze of dleysin
the rear; dender Fingalnan accommodation units like minarets; even aquarter of bizarre, black and white
cottages with twisted chimney stacks. They had tried to be al thingsto al men.

Outsde city limits, they crossed abelt of mauve erichthonius, spread out below like an embroidered
cloth. They werein theflight lane for the nearest city to the capita, the manufacturing centre Bunomion,
twenty kilometres distant and concealed by alow range of hills.

Consciousthat any genera duty car would be monitored Fletcher said, “What's a Bunomion, then? Do
we want to spend our golden hourslooking at Garamasian-style industry?”

“There ees som leetle park over the hill. Veray prettee. We can walk about and you can hold my hand.”



Asif on cue, the car rose ten metresto clear a spur and planed down into aparking lot, with along
streamer banner bearing alegend in gobbledegook Garamasian, which was aready two-thirds full of
private, family shuttles. Close by the termind, there was an entertainment areaand amilling crowd of
Garamasian children moved jerkily through sequencesleading to theillusion of having acarefreetime.
Outside the air-conditioned car, they were struck by awave of heat as though opening the door of a
furnace,

Xeniasaid, “The car will wait two hoursfor us. So we must watch the time. Otherwise eet ees som long
walk back, | guess.”

Sheled off at abrisk walk for the open heath.

Narrow paths crisscrossed the reserve. From the flank of the hill, they could look down to anaturd lake,
maybe akilometre long and haf that broad. The mauve erichthonius plant, which was the standard
growth on every open space on Garamas ran down to the water's edge. More mature citizens were
finding smple pleasures under the sun, dotted here and there on the grass in entwined units of two. Inthis
enclave, sexud inequdity wasin abeyance.

In the centre of the lake was asmadll, irregular-shaped idand, heavily wooded with pale yellow cycads.
Electric power boats were weaving about in silence, as though drawn by underwater cables.

In fact, silence was the dominating feature on the set. Remembering Coney Idand play areas on Earth
planet, Fletcher told himsdf that the Garamasian ethnic type was way ahead on some counts. Close your
eyes and you could imagine you were done. Which was how many, no doubt, were playing their tape.

He checked it out and stumbled over asmall rock.
Xeniasad, “What ees eet, Harree? Does eet worree you to be alone with mein this Venusberg?’

“It worries me to know why were here. Any clandestine meeting around here would be gtrictly for one
end and that non-palitical and do you have to go on calling me ‘ Harree, when any pick-up would have
to be mounted in abluebd|?’

Xenialooked hurt. “1 have to get eento the part. Y ou don't appreciate me. Do you think | laike spending
an afternoon with agreat, cold Earthworm? We walk aong by the shore. Then we must crossto the
idand. That eeswhere they meet. At night thees place ees veray busee. All leet up with coloured lights
and they have fireworks. Eet was not so easy then, | cantell you.”

He could imagineit. Working donein the semi-dark, liable to be taken asfair game by any pleasure
seeker, she must have needed an iron nerve.

Hesad, “I takeit back. Cdl me ‘Harree as much as you think necessary. How do we get across as of
now?’

“We sweem.”

Fletcher thought, “Ask asilly question and you get asilly answer,” but it was clearer asthey followed the
edge of thelake. Heavily indented with tiny coves, it was anaturd for semi-private bathing parties. Four
hundred metres of picking a devious path through preoccupied couples and they made out to a narrow
promontory which ran towards theidand.

When they reached itstip, Xeniakicked off her sandals and dabbled her feet in the water.

A Garamasian pair, who had been svimming and were drying off in the tropical heet, looked at them with



blank, incurious stares. Xenia, who had the Fingalnian unconcern about nudity, stared back. Fletcher,
even after recent conditioning, felt a prickle of discomfort under his mask.

Xeniasaid, “Harree, theeswater ees lovelee. We should take a sweem.”

If it was ahandout for Garamasian ears, the obsidian eye disks showed no interest. Ongoing action gave
the text arunning illustration. Xeniahad her tabard off and waswriggling athleticaly out of minimal
gpricot briefs before Fletcher could get awarning past his epiglottis.

He need not have worried. Skin treatment in apale coffee tan had been carried out on afull-figure basis
and when she turned round to say, “Hurree, Harree,” he could see that frontal trestment had been
engineered by the same careful hand. She was till European on al counts.

Dag Fetcher took amoment off to consider that in al the vagaries of service commitment, he had not
been on any more bizarre mission and wondered where along the line he could have made astand.
Certainly not at this point. Heleft his city gent's outfit in atidy pile and followed dowly into the water.

It was clear and warm shelving rapidly to a uniform two-metre depth, where the mauve plant-life gave
way to glass-smooth green clay and outcrops of white marble. He caught up with Xeniaand swvam
adongsde.

“| takeit your dye Staysfast.”
“ Eet needs som specid solvent to take eet off. Just relax Harree and enjoy yoursdlf.”

She flicked a pam-sized gobbet of lake water into his open mouth and dived like an edl. FHetcher
whacked down hard on her neat buttocks before they disappeared and dived in pursuit.

Hefound her on awhite plinth, adrowned figurine with black hair floating up in aspird eddy and for a
count of three, they considered each other, faces only centimetres gpart. He was getting anew dant on
the Finganan psyche. At least this example of it. Group judgements were dways wrong. Maybe there
was no such anima asthe nationa type, beloved of sociometrics. Only individuas. Eyeslooking out on
the world as hisown did.

Though even conceding that, you had to admit that Scotianswere dl of apiece. But then they were
specidly trained for the military role, like Spartans of another age and they hardly classified as human.
Something had been | eft out of the biologica kit.

All this camaraderie and tough professionalism of Xenias now? Good qualities, but how would sherate
asan individua? Where would her loydtiesfindly lie? To afriend or to the system?

For that matter his own position was | eft with aquestion mark at the centre. In the last analysis, hewould
be hard put to it to know which way he would choose between individua vaues and the |.G.O. code
which he had accepted on oath.

Overheed, the surface was a corrugated aluminium roof. Xeniagrinned showing even, white teeth and
launched hersdlf upwards, brushing his face with satin-smooth thighs. Then she settled down to a steedy,

purposeful crawl.

When he caught up again, she said, “Well, Harree, you will just have to wait and seewhat | do. Let us
hope we nevaire have to make thees choice.”

It was clear enough that water was no barrier to communication. She had followed its private argument at
least on the main count.



On theidand, heavy vegetation ran down to the water line. It had been planted out to be alandscape
featurein the lake. They crawled ashore into ahot yellow twilight and two metres from the lake could
stand erect, screened from the shore.

Again, he marvelled that she had come here donein the dark. Whatever ese, she had formidable will
power. Siiversilk over stedl.

Currently, professionalism was raising its head. There was no element of banter, when she said shortly,
“Theesway,” and led into the wood.

It was atrim back to follow through any grove and the pay off came as an anticlimax.

Twenty metres on she stopped dead and he had to fend off from smooth shoulders, dippery with swest.
Dead ahead was an overgrown clearing. Instead of a gothic folly, which would havefitted the script, the
complex of smdl buildingsin the centre was square and functiond . Angle-framed with grey corrugated
cladding. A two-floor oblong in the centre, with lean-to extensions on every face. The nearest was partly
glazed and filled with ajumble of empty seed trays.

Xeniasaid, “I observed eet for som time. Eet ees always emptee at thees hour. Later the park workers
prepare for firework deesplay on the lake.”

Fletcher fdlt very vulnerable. Every military precept told him that he should have fire cover at hisback
before crossing an open space. But Xeniawas dready running lightly for the nearest blank wall.

Sofar, it was as she said. Ear to the hot cladding he listened for acount of ten. Nothing stirred. He
nodded and they went on.

Round the far side, there was a paved dipway and the square transom of along boat lying on chocks on
an eight-wheded trolley poked out from the miniature jungle.

Double-leaf doors, with deep ventilation louvres gave access to the building. Xeniawent further ontoa
small window set high in thewall. It was obvious what sheintended and Fetcher stood with hisback to it
and made adtirrup to lift her over his head.

She was feather light. Close enough to seethefine grain of her skin and check out an identity symbol in
the soft crease of her groin, asmal star-shaped silver mole which had not reacted to the dye treatment.

Then hewas aonefor haf aminute, until she had made her way through the inside to open the main
door.

Round aluminium binswere stacked in tiers. A long work bench wasllittered with card cylinders, where
the park staff had been preparing for the evening session. Boxes of finished fireworks stood ready for
loading on the boat. On onewall, aframework made up for afina e tableau was leaned in metre wide
sectionsfor easy handling.

In the centre, an open aluminium ladder led doft to top deck. Xeniasignalled for up, with an expressive
forefinger and mounted the narrow treads like any cat.

Fletcher followed more dowly. Long habit of weighing astuation in military terms made him cautious.
There was no escape route. If she had miscal culated the time or some eager beaver groundsman
appeared early for his gtint, they would be cut off.

Xeniahad shoved away a hinged trap with anice contraction of gluteal muscle for the chore. Head level
with the back of her knees, he heard her quick intake of breath, before she was plucked through the



hole

There was no time to make ajudgement. He was heaving himsdlf after her with atotal mobilization of
power, before he could decide whether the true strategy would have been to get out, while there was half
achance.

He whipped up into adim light. There could have been acircle of patient fishersround the seal hole, but
in fact there had been only one, ashort, barrdl-chested Laodamian, ungainly in agavotte, but custom built
for thisexercise. Xeniahad clamped hersdlf to his chest like a poultice and wasin process of being
choked. Only frenetic rolling of the head had stopped the man finding the right pressure point.

Fletcher took him behind, chopping into histhick neck with linked hands. Even then it wastouch and go
whether the fingers on Xenias windpipe answered the blacked out brain before they had done their
work.

Fletcher kept the composite bundle upright and prised them loose one at atime. Shefell away and for his
money could be dead. Hisimmediate problem was how to make alasting impression on asmooth
hairless head with the thickest bone structure in the galaxy, aflat spread nose of pure gristle and deeply
recessed eye sockets.

A Laodamian. That figured. Aswell as being ahead on mind control techniques, they were as suggestible
as Pavlov'sdog. Oncetaked into it, they had atolerance for long vigils that would send any other human
type cafard. He backed his zombie to the nearest wall and dammed its head on ahandy cross-girder.

Xenialay where she had dropped. Before he went near, he checked round the set.

It was stacked with metre-cube crates with only arough, clear oblong round the stair head. Along one
wall there was evidence that some unpacking had been done. Maybe units had been assembled and
despatched e sawhere. An overhead hoist powered by asmal linear motor running onaT-beam ledto a
diding panel on the rear outer wall and showed how the gear had been swung in. Heavy merchandise at
that. It could not have been imported without the say-so of many Garamasian officials.

On the other hand, the idand maintenance centre was agood cover. Consignments of powder would be
regularly shipped across.

Hefollowed round every wall and waked through every dley between the rows of crates. There was
nobody else. They were done. Or he was adone. He went back to the stairhead and knelt down beside
thegirl.

Some cynic had said that the mogt frightening thing in his book was the false complacency of adeegping
face. Xeniaswas smooth and regular as amask. He straightened her out and put his ear to her chest.
There was a precise and regular bedt.

Lying beside the nearer crateswas alow bed on trestles covered with rugs. She would be more
comfortable on that while he took alook at what the crates held.

Skin waswarm and resilient. Hands and feet very delicate. When he put her down, he spent a minute
arranging her borrowed hair in asymmetrica fan and leaned over with ahand on elther side of her head.
Heimagined her without the make-up. A very remarkable piece of biological engineering. The small,
slver princess of a Scandinavian folk tale, unexpectedly made flesh; but tough as high-tensile stedl.

She spoke without opening her eyes and he knew she had been conscious for some time, long enough,
anyway, to beam in on that last thought sequence. “Y ou killed the dragon, too, Harree. Y ou should claim



the standard reward. Or does your Earth type sense of proprietee rule eet out?’

Fletcher knew he was dodging a decision which would have to be faced again, “As of now, we have
work to do. Get yoursdlf out of bed and check out the gorilla. Seeif he has anything useful. I'll opena
crate and take alook. Hurry it up. Therésatimeline on that car. Also, in spite of your ddightful
company, I'd like to get some clotheson.”

“| can see that might begeen to worree you. But | am broadminded. Y ou don't have to mind about me.”

“Just get awriggleon.”

* * * %

In the end it was Xeniawho became anxious about the time. Having nothing to do except watch, she was
more conscious of it.

Working quickly and methodicaly Fletcher opened six cratesin turn, carefully repacking every item ashe
finished with it, storing away detail in hismind and getting Xeniato look at pieces of equipment which her
memory could help to identify.

In the end, he was satisfied. Without knowing precisely the form of the finished product, he could say that
over the Six crates there was enough duplication to build three sets. At arough count there would be
thirty crates.

Whatever it was, had a short range and needed repeaters or numerous broadcast points.

Eyes unfocused in speculation, he found he was looking a Xeniaacross asmal mound of equipment.
She was sguatting unselfconscioudly, knees gpart with a straight back, a powerful retind image that had
made itsimpact like asublimina stimulus. Suggestion bel ow the threshold of consciousness. That was
what the equipment was adl about.

“What ees eet, Harree? Have you feeneeshed with thees? We must go.”
“Yougavemeanidea”

“Therésno time now. You had your chance. Even thees Earth type feection does not offaire areward
twice”

“Y ou have aone-track mind Xenia. Get this stuff back. | have something to do down below.”

When shejoined him, he had the Laodamian crumpled redisticdly at the foot of the ladder. Like Elpenor,
on another idand, he had clearly missed hisfooting and taken a short cut to oblivion.

Trailing round the room in arough spiral, Fletcher had teased out alength of twisted paper fuse, leading
it, for the pay-off to an open keg.

Hesad, “All Sraight upstairs?”’
“Ya”

There was no need to check. If she said 0, it was okay. He recognized that she wasthe idedl lieutenant
for amission. In spite of appearances, nothing would be overlooked or neglected. She would make a
good co-pilot. Except that the effect on the crew would be ambivaent.

“Ready then?”’



13 Yall
Hetook ablaster from the dead L aodamian's side pouch and shot carefully at the end of the fuse.

Outside the door he heard her methodicaly fixing it asit had been, then the quick pad of feet to the
window. He was there to swing her down and they ran hand in hand for the bush.

“How long wedll eet take?”’
“Ten maybe twelve minutes.”

They crawled out into the lake and swam underwater for ten metres. Then Xenia stireaked ahead in a
racing crawl that was difficult to hold.

At the promontory, the Garamasian couple had moved into the shalows to replay the score in another
medium and took no noticed as they dressed and moved off up the hill at a deceptively casud saunter.

At thetop, Xeniasaid, “| should have stopped you. Eeet ees dways a meestake to be too clevaire. Eef
you had left heem, eet would have been enough. Now they wed | know that someone has seen the
equeepment. Y our fusee has gone out.”

Fletcher believed it himsalf. He kept the admission out of positive thought, in case she was doing aradar
scan. It was, initsway, humiliating to be an open book. Also, she had the right of it. He had been carried
away by apiece of military thinking that was not gppropriate to the espionage role. Destruction of
potentia enemy ingtallations was not the mission. He should have been content to report back with the
flash of insight which had been triggered off by Xeniastaut pose.

A white plume jetted from the centre of theidand, followed by a percussive thud and aground tremor
that didodged smd| stonesfrom the hill. Aningtant tidal wave built in an expanding circle.

Orange and vermilion flame unfolded an intense asterisk over the site. Banshee howls sgnadled take off
for specid effects rockets, which streaked out every which way.

All over the park, couples sat up to confirm that it was not atextbook subjective phenomenon.

Xeniasaid handsomely, “1 take eet dl back, Harree. Y ou were right and | was wrong. Nevairetheless,
we should get the hell out of et, | theenk.”

Chapter Four

Moving adonein the corridors of the Space Centre Hotel Hetcher felt isolated. It was something he
should have gotten used to, after the yearsin space service; but right now the contrast of the filled and
unfilled interval was stronger than any time he could remember. Nothing scheduled until the midmorning
mesting with Duvorac.

He had left Xeniain abusy quarter and made his own way by auto shuttle to the 1.G.O. penthouse
carport. He had left, after aquick session in the changing room and put in an amless sint round a
shopping precinct. Two bulky parcels, eaborately gift-wrapped proved it.

At hisdoor, he searched clumsly for apass key, until he saw he was squandering time. It was open.

Mind il haf off load in abid to evaluate Xeniaagaing al previous notions of the femaleidea, helooked
a it in ample surprise and went ahead without any expectation of danger.

He was framed in the opening, a plumb target for any amateur assassin, beforethe full impact fell. Asan



undercover agent he was a bad risk.

In the event, it was agood entrance. Professiona caution would have looked out of character. In
peripherd vison, he picked out two guards, back against the walls on either side. Pedasun, sitting on the
only easy chair, twiddling ayellow cane, watched him in and made no effort to stand in honour of the
host.

He did speak. Something pithy in Garamasian and the left hand marker moved smartly to close the door
and stood with hisback to it.

Fletcher went on walking, conscious of acold areaiin the centre of his spine. He dumped histreasure
trove on abedside table and said, “ Colondl Pedasun, isn't it? Y ou should let me know when you want to
cdl. Y oumight have had along wait.”

Pedasun spoke again and the right hand man who had been standing at ease, snapped into action. He
unhitched a syringe gun from histunic belt and lined it up on Fletcher's chest, atarget he could not missat
therange. His partner circled round outsde the line of fire.

Switching to English, Pedasun said, “Y ou will have no objection to acheck for ams?’
“Andif | have?’

“Y ou would be unwise. A single shot of tranquillizer and there would be no choiceat al.”
“I remind you that | am an accredited |.G.O. officer.”

“That isapoint; but aminor one. You are fill required to obey Garamasian law. If | take you to my
headquarters, which | might decide to do, the 1.G.O. authority will not interfere. They areredigts. They
would not gtrain political relaionsfor one man.”

Fletcher said, “Thereisno need. | carry no weapons.”

“Very wdll. | accept that. You see, | am avery reasonable man. | can see you have been buying gifts.
What else have you been doing?’

“Asyou will know, | am waiting for aposting to anew ship. | spend sometime each day at 1.G.O.
Headquarters. Other than that, time drags. | shdl be glad of employment.”

“Y ou have dready had some. Y ou visited the internment area. That visit coincided with an unusua
demondtration. Also, aFinganan girl, waiting for identification, took the opportunity to break out. Today
there was an unusud disturbance at the Stymphalus Park. Two Earth citizens were noticed there. Onea
tall man; one, asmall woman. Could it be that you were there?”

Fletcher said, “I have no ideahow many Earth nationals arein Kristinobyl; but it must run to some
thousands, why should you ask me that question?’

“That isnot a satisfactory answer.”

“Conceding that you have any right to ask questions, | will say that | would find it difficult to provethat |
was anywhere at al. | roam about agood deal. No, | was not at your park.”

“Sinceyou are unsurein generd terms, why are you so sure you were not there?’

“That's areasonable point; but | would remember apark.”



“Well we shall see.” Pedasun spoke again in Garamasian and aguard crossed the foot of the bed to the
washroom. Whipping back the door, with the air of one who operates atrick cabinet, he enlarged the
symposium by two. Garamasians both. A man and awoman.

They could have been any two frightened people; but Pedasun cued in recall. “ Come forward. Do you
recognize this Earthman as the one who | eft clothes near you and swam acrossto theidand?’

They were clearly in adilemma. Agreement would please Pedasun; but a sesson on atruth couchina
courtroom would show up any uncertainty and spoil his case. Disgppointment now might be sefer.

The man had difficulty keeping hisvoice steady. Whatever he said was too long for yes and hand
gestures were describing adifferent kind of face.

Pedasun tried the woman, she tripped over her tongue, coughed extensively in mid exposition and then
stepped back behind her escort.

Watching Pedasun's face, Fletcher could see he was struggling with adecision. Silence deepened round
the set. The girl hiccupped suddenly and covered her face with her hands. The next smooth talker with a
preposition for an afternoon by the |akeside was going to hit opposition.

Pedasun lifted himsalf dowly from his chair and whacked it a couple of timeswith his swagger cane, asa
compensatory activity for what was on hismind. “ So Commander, it appearsthat you areright. They do
not identify you. It isfortunate, for your sake. But | advise you to be careful. Thereis something about
youwhichingdinct tdlsmeisnot right. | have anosefor intrigue. I can smel it out.”

Changing tone, he spoke rapidly in patois and the room cleared in a count of three.

Fletcher lit a cigarette and took it out on his bacony. Firg reaction wasto cal Duvorac; but then
Pedasun had been in the suite for some time. He would have it on some subtlelink for asure thing. An
agent'slot was rough. It needed aspecid type of outlook which he did not have. There wasinfinite
respons bility without an atom of power to beat away through. Sometimesin his corvette, he judged he
had been stuck with a near-impossible mission; but then there was megapower under histhumb and
knowledge that the ongoing Situation could be met at a persond levdl.

Here, he was everybody's hey-you, with the added insult that once inside Pedasun's brig nobody would
want to know.

Suddenly he felt restless. The next thirty hours, even dlowing for aration of deep were like an endless
desert to cross. He walked over to the video. Y olahad given him anumber to call. What would Pedasun
make of this? Nothing good. Better to go in person.

Positive action worked its thergpy. Looking out over Kristinobyl, he saw it in anew light. Somebody had
to look out for the patient millions. Not only here either. All over the galaxy there were centres of
population dependent for continuing peace on the devious work of 1.G.O. personnd. Men like Duvorac
who accepted along and thankless discomfort to serve an idea. What people did with their peace when
they had it wasirrdlevant.

He saw for truth the proposition that al generations are equidistant from barbarism. The whole structure
of civilized man was ahouse of cardstottering in adraught. He had no right to drag hisfeet on any
mission that helped to shore up the foundations.

God, any minute now, he would be saluting the flag. He poured himself adrink, took it into the shower
and held it outside the spray. Five minutes later, he was in the express e evator for reception carrying one



of hisparcds. It would make somekind of pretext for visiting Yola

* k% k %

Hetcher reached the lobby of the female students’ residential block, after a zig-zag course which had
tested out his skillsas anavigator. In the end, he was sure that he was followed and he watched the
swing doorsto see who it would be.

It was, in fact, ayoung Garamasian mae, not in uniform but having the aura of one, who came through.
He carried abulky black zip case, looked everywhere except at him and then settled for an acovewith a
newsreader, as though waiting for an RV on his own account.

The derk at the kiosk, an ageing matron with adisapproving voice, obligingly identified thefirst cdler.
“Y ou can go up, Commander Fetcher, Room 61, third leve. Vidtsto resdents must not exceed fifteen
minutes except in the common room. Check here asyou leave.”

If Venus hated haste as she was reputed to do, that would be tough on some. Though there was dways
Stymphaus Park as afdlback.

Y olas pad was smdl, but well-equipped. A composite dressing chest and work consolefilled the right
hand wall. Facing the door, awall-to-wall solar window gave light and heat. On the left apale oblong
panel marked the site of the truckle bed which had been swung away to give clear space. There was one
essy chair, finished in bronze metd cloth and arack of technical manuals.

Shewasworking at the desk and said over her shoulder, “ Excuse me for two minutes, Commander. |
haveto finish this. Pleese Sit down.”

The tone was not friendly and he conceded that she had apoint. Also, if she was down in Pedasun's
book, the room might be monitored.

Two minutes was nearer five, before she went into the end game and typed rapidly on the keyboard.
When the output went into a spasm and delivered along tape to her hand, she shoved back a swathe of
hair, aghed heavily and swiveled her chair to face the guest.

Fletcher said, “Not working out?’
“No. But | seewheretheerror is. It won't take long to fix.”

“I caled for two things. | was at the internment centre when a crowd of students showed up. Some were
hurt | believe. | wanted to seeif you were okay. Also, | hope to be leaving fairly soon and we won't need
your excellent services as an interpreter. Here's a small thank-you token. Y ou were very helpful.

Black obsidian disks gave him astraight look. She had latched on to hisreason for caution. A smal nod
towards the video confirmed it. There was dso something el se in the background which he could not
fathom.

“Isthere not asaying in your country—fear the Greeks bearing gifts?’
“Y ou only haveto worry about that if they give you ahorse.”

“Then | suppose | should say thank you. | am not happy today. Severa of my friendswerekilled. It was
acruel busness”

“Aren't you going to open it?’



“Ohyes. | am sorry to be discourteous.” Again there was a quick look which seemed to be searching for
ulterior motives. Maybe it was a standard gambit for a proposition.

When it was standing on the preparation tray of her console, she had amore genuine reaction. “That's
lovely, Commander. | shdl enjoy having it in my room.”

It was alarge vacuum bell on acopper plinth. Insde, three non-friction ringsran in an endless
complicated pattern on each other'srims. An engineer's abstract.

Y olawatched it for aminute, then gppeared to cometo adecision. “1 will walk down to reception with
you.”

Two paces outside the door, she said in afierce whisper, “Did you know what would happen to us. We
arenot fools. You used usfor some purpose of your own. Why did you come?’

Therewas enough truth in it to leave a bitter taste, but there was no time for along defence. He did say,
however, “Y ou are partly right, but believe me | had no ideayou would be harmed. | would like you to
take meto one of your group mestings. Thereisanew danger, which you are not aware of. In this, you
are heping me; but to afar greater degree helping yourselves.”

“Why should | trust you?’
“That'sagood question. | can only say that you must. It is more important than you can know.”
“I will think about it and find some way to let you know. But do not be too sure of us.”

She turned back at the elevator, obvioudy anxiousto avoid being booked for fraternization with a
discredited dien.

In the lobby, Fetcher was half way to the door when he changed course and walked over to the
Garamasian, who was zipping up his brief case ready to leave.

He leaned confidentialy on the back of his settle and used basic speech tones, “If you are going my way,
we could use the same shuttle and save expense dl round.”

Courtesy made no friends. For a short space, the man struggled with avocabulary problem and asure
knowledge that the higher echelonswould not be pleased. Finally he gritted out, “No. No thank you. |
have my own transport. It is not necessary.”

“Wdl I'll say goodnight then. Joy inyour life.”
Facid evidence suggested that there was not much in the foreseeable future.

In hisown shuttle, Hetcher reckoned he had been unwise. To justify himsdlf, the man might be that much
tougher with Y ola. But the manifest would show that their conversation had no loaded e ement. They
would have checked with her anyway after the vist.

He haf expected that Pedasun would be back in hisroom for another conference; but it was empty and
suddenly inhospitable. He had a nostalgia for the ward room of a ship and the conversation of hisown
kind. Even the presence of his own people without conversation for that matter, would be al gain.
Though he had to admit, in sober truth, that there was as much likelihood of being out of key with a
group of Earthmen as anybody else. When you got right down to it, communication wasin short supply
al round. There was nobody on exactly the same wavel ength.



Xeniacould be, if she chose. But that would be by a positive adjustment on her part. She was not
naturaly sympathetic.

He spent some time watching atraditiona drama on the actudizer in the nearest common room. Its
arcane symbolism was strictly for Garamasian nationals and even with alanguage cracker delivering an
English text to hisleft ear, he could make nothing out of it. So he went early to bed, following the precept
that he who has nothing may deep, with the drapes back and a brilliant star map over the balcony rail.

* * * %

Fletcher came wide awake searching the ceiling overhead for theilluminated tell-tale which gave him the
ship's course before he moved.

Tactile cluesflooded in. The wide bed and the texture of the furnishings, cued him to the here and now.
He was ashore.

But some darm had gone off in his head. Recall established it as asoft thud, as though a padded cosh
had tapped a solid surface. Herolled out of the sack and stood up in one smooth flow. There was
enough starlight to see that the room was empty. He unplugged an angle-poise table light from beside the
bed and shoved it under the covers. With the shade on the pillow and the covers plumped out, it gave the
rough semblance of adeegping man.

The wash room was on an interior wall. No entrance there except round the twist. The iris-eye door
could only be either open or closed and it was shut. It had to be the balcony.

Eyes adjusted to the dark, he went along the rail. In the left hand corner there was athickening, asmudge
of darkness on darkness. Some climber-upward had lodged a grapnel. What was he waiting for? If the
room was monitored, they could amplify the breething rhythms of a deegping man.

Heforced himself to breath dow and deep, as though he had resettled after an uneasy spell.

Still working at it, he moved over to beside the door and flattened to the wal with the bed and the
bacony inview.

Over therail, the night sky had a cinnamon tinge that magnified the starsin a staggered recession into
infinity. Somewhere out there, the squadron was on its endless patrol. Where he ought to be, for
godsake, ingtead of inthisrats dley.

Three minutes passed, time for endless vision and revision; but hefilled it keeping a check on tenson and
concentrating on the area above the grab.

When adark silhouette rose waist high over the bar, it was so inevitable and expected that his breathing
rhythm was unchanged.

From the bulk, it waslikely to be aLaodamian. The shape, having grown, stabilized, shoulders hunched
behind the dim barrel of agun, there was a soft plop and ajerk in the bunched fabric on the bed.
Fletcher stopped breathing. The man waited, leaned forward, watchful, then diminished smoothly insize
until he was gone. Still holding his breath, Fletcher put finger tips to the door panel and eased it away.

Outside, there were dim courtesy lights on the corridor and he checked histime disk. Three hundred
hours on the nose. Nobody was likely to be around except the al-night clerk in the lobby. He padded
along to thelanding at the stairhead where there was asmall lounge areawith a bacony on the same side
ashisown.

Lightswere dtill on here and there in arandom pattern aong the cliff face of the hotel. Counting forward,



heidentified his own room and checked immediately below. The only balcony in direct line wastwo
floors down. As he watched, there was apale glow that snapped on and off again as an inner door
opened and closed.

Hegaveit haf an hour gtting in shadow in adeep club chair. Then he went back to hisroom. It was
pointlessto try to find the pick up. But then, they would be satisfied. Nobody would go on listening to a
dlence

He cleared the bed and found asmall circular splash of bright yellow serum on the unbreakable
lampshade. Mot of hisgear wasin the.G.O. consulate and he travelled light. A handgrip took the rest.
Except hisremaining gift parcel which he shoved under hisarm. It waslike clearing up after adeath.
Twenty minutes later, he was checking in at acosmopolitan rooming housein aquiet squarein
Krigtinobyl.

* k x %

Duvorac said, “Y ou are sure, Commander, that you were not seen leaving the Space Centre and that you
stayed out of sight until you came here?’

“Quitesure”

“In spite of your reservations, it could be that you have missed your vocation. Y ou have the makings of
an agent.”

“1 wouldn't bank on that.”

“Nevertheless you must be giving the opposition agreat dedl to think about. Now as to the equipment.
What would beits use?’

“Only an dectronics expert could establish that.”

“But Xeniatdls methat you formed an opinion.”

“Moreof ahunch.”

Xeniafollowing the exchange like atennisumpire, put in helpfully, “He got eet by looking a me.”

Duvorac with heavy gdlantry, but somejustice, said, “1 am sure you give food for vison to agrest variety
of ethnic types, but go on, Commander.”

“The apparatusis not salf-powered and would have alimited range. But alarge number of units,
well-sited could cover apopulation centre. They would use power from thering. | believeitisadevice
for sublimina projection, so that public opinion could be manipulated. That would explain O.G.A.
interest. We destroyed some, but many may be dready in position. It would be the ided set-up to
prepare for a coup.”

Duvorac's console chattered into independent life and he consulted a message tape. Hetook a spell to
read it off and Xeniafilled theinterva with, “1 was sure you werein some dangaire last night. | felt eet
here”

A dim hand pointed ddlicately to her chest, only notionally covered by lime-green net. “ Eet was about
three o'clock and | woke up. But | knew you were veree clevaire and would be dl right. At four o'clock
| knew you were safe and went to deep again.”

So he had not been totally out on alimb in his corner of space. Hetried to fathom what was behind her



eyes. Except that they were green in depth and very subtle devel opments of the genre, there was no
progress to be made.

Hewas till working at it, when Duvorac broke silence and the commissar had to start again, “If | could
have your attention for amoment, Commander. The occupant of the room below yours checked out
early. He was alLaodamian, Méelas by name. First officer of afreighter which isdue out a noon. Thereis
no doubt, the O.G.A. nationds here have a close organi zation. Headquarters will be at one of the
consulates. They will have the same diplomatic immunity as ourselves. Without unshakable evidence, we
can take no action.”

“Next time you should arrange to catch one actudly shoving aknifein my back.”

“I hope that will not be necessary,"—Duvorac said it as though he did not ruleit out, but would only use
theideaif pushed and Fletcher reckoned that there was some force in the old gag that aman might regret
gpeech, but seldom regretted silence.

There was a digestive pause and Duvorac, having consdered the angles, went on, “1 judge that you
should return to your new quarters and wait until the girl Y olamakes contact. | will see that she knows
whereyou are. Her friends are well placed to find out where power istaken from thering. If you could
bring one of the devices here, it could be analysed by our technicians and a counter move would be

possble”

“If you have jamming in mind, it's not on. These are small high-power jobs, widdy spread, building an
intenselocd fidd.”

“Then we must have them located and give proof to the government of what isintended. They can then
ded with the problem.”

“Isthat a serious proposa ?’
“Of course, Commander. | am always serious.”

“But the government is riddled with sympathizers. Action would be delayed, maybe blocked dtogether.
By the time they moved, the broadcasts could bein full spate and then action would be influenced by the
very agent it was trying to suppress. We wouldn't get to first base relying on Garamasian action.”

“What do you suggest?’

It dawned on Fletcher that he had been nicely angled round into the position of afellow planner. Oncea
scheme had been agreed, he would be moraly obliged to go aong withiit.

Xenia, who had been on a seemingly-random roaming kick round the office, gravitated to aspot at the
back of hischair and he could fed the heat exchange going on, as her metabolism maintained her a a
body hest five degrees over the Earth figure.

But he had been asked alegitimate question and it demanded an answer. When it came, he wondered
whether her menta fingers had been shifting afew keysin the compuiter.

Heligtened to himself saying, “ Thereis only one sureway, and it would be effective at severa levels. We
should send a cutting out party into one of the remote areas, where the power ring is accessible, and
sabotage it. Make a break that would take weeksto fix. That would prevent broadcasts for aperiod,
give them time to pinpoint the transmitters, and take off some of the attraction of Garamasfor O.G.A.
purposes. It's the power source that pulls them.”



Xeniawas close up behind him and put her head againgt hisright ear, awarm, silk fragrance, rather than
aphysical touch. “You are clevaire, Harree. That is a splendeed idea. The commissar ees nonplussed.”

Trueor fdse, Duvorac radlied gamely. A lifetime of indirect action made an open gambit hard for himto
judge. He shifted about on his plinth and said, “ That isthe military way, of course. Y ou would naturaly
think aong those lines. The scheme hasalot to recommend it. | will think about it and discussit with
Admird Varley. It would require precise and accurate timing and would have to be arranged so that no
hint of suspicion fell on 1.G.O. Many people would suffer hardship. It could harden opinion against us.
Indeed to coin a phrase, we could be hoist with our own petard.”

He stopped tranamitting and went into a contemplative phase. Xenia il up close whispered, “What ees
thees petard, Harree? | theenk | nevaire saw one.”

“You didnt missathing, and for godsake stop caling me Harreg, it's confusing.”

“But | like Harree. Y ou suit Harree. Thees Dag ees too short and sharp. Harree ees more leengereeng
and loveeng. That perfume jar was a Harree-geeft, eef evaire | saw one.”

Duvorac who had ignored the pillow talk like any blind fiddler, stirred into speech.

“Thisneedstimeto consider. | will meet you again at thistime tomorrow. Make a detailed plan of where
you consider thering could be broken. Xeniawill bring any further indructions, if | have them.”

* k k %

In Hetcher's experience, ordinary citizensin Kristinobyl were either positively friendly or indifferent.
Filling time in the market place, apacked rabbit-warren of temporary stalls, which had appeared
overnight in the square outside his window, he dowly became conscious thet attitudes could go sour. He
had sensed alack of rapport in one or two Omphalian stall keepers, when he went under their avnings
to take acloser look at the tourist gew-gaws on offer.

Omphalians were the natural-born traders of the galaxy. They would and did sdll anything that could be
picked up and moved to anyone with negotiable assets. Barter was away of life. When they backed
away without making a pitch asfrom aleper bell, there had to be areason.

Confirmation came when asmal Garamasian child, finding him near, sent up ahigh-pitched wail and ran
toitsmother.

Every eye on the set, and they were amixed lot, tracked round to stare at him as though he had been
foiledinabid to snatch its Jolly.

The over-riding impression wasthat it only went to prove a point, Earth national s were beyond the
human pae.

He went on down the dley between open booths and felt the weight of disfavour like a psychokinetic
force beating on the back of his head.

Weaving left and right he cleared the child-protecting group, but the new crowd was no better.

He found himsdlf rationalizing the experience. After al, why should an Earthman be welcome? For the
most part they were only seen following an 1.G.O. mandate. They brought not peace, but asword.
Comfortable ways had to be given up. And who was to judge the justice of thet? If a custom, however
barbarous was okay to the people concerned, who had any right to knock it?

Hewasin the area of absolute standards. When you got in that thicket, you could only say—it isright,



because it ssemsright to me.

Earthman go home—about summed it up. In fact, the dogan came before his mind's eye in banner
headlines and triggered off an dlarm. If he was thinking that way, there was no surprise that others should
go onefarther on.

Somewherein the area, they must be giving aLaodamian opinion manipulator itstrid run. Pedasun'sfine
Italian hand could have set the text so asto waste no drop of bile. Xenophobiawould be astrong prop in
any fascig programme.

Intellectudly, there was some satisfaction in having sorted the angles; but it waslikely to be the only clear
gain to be had. From being passive critics, the more suggestible elements of the hoi polloi began to pack
together and form alynch mob.

He had gotten himself towards the centre of the square and there was no escape route except through the
cordon.

Now he knew what it was like to be |shmad!.

All thewomen and children had disappeared. Solid wedges of young Garamasian men were comingin
from either end of the alley he wasin. Some of them had picked up lengths of scantling and were
swinging them clubwise. From being a hive of demented chat, the whole square had gone silent.

Running would trigger off a chase, he walked dowly under the nearest awning and then vaulted over the
counter. A smdll, fat Omphalian, greasy spheroid, topped with lank, black hair, let out aydl thinking it
wasahead.

It wasasignad for pandemonium to break out. Fetcher cut across another stdl, but he might have been
carrying ahoming signal, groups formed ahead of him at every turn. He grabbed abasketwork lid from a
linen coffer, aknob-ended chair leg from a do-it-yourself furniture kit and began to run down an dley
that led direct for the hotel.

A stone thudded home between his shoul der-blades. Men appeared blocking his path. From asimple
exercise of getting clear, hewasfighting to survive.

In some ways, numbers were against them. He was the only one who knew who was on hisside. A
dozen blows that could have killed him were blocked in the press.

He was two-thirds through and reckoned he would make it, getting the balance of his chair leg and
swinging it like amace, when the open end of the gully filled with another party which had made a
flanking move. He knew he had to stay on hisfeet. But there was afifth column working in his head trying
to sdl theideathat he wasin the wrong.

Backed up against apost, he cleared a swathe in front and missed the Laodamian who crawled under the
counter to grab hisankles. As he pitched forward the crowd surged in from every side.

A shrewd knock over hisleft ear, clouded visonin ared haze. In alast spasm of effort, he kicked his
legsfree and rolled convulsvely under the counter of the gtdl, before hismind rolled away fromhimina
free-whedling trip into black space.

Chapter Five

In the Command cabin of Europa, Garamas was plate-sze on the main scanner; a cinnamon-tinged
sphere banded by white vapour.



Admird P. J. Varley, thick-set, greying, with an underdung piranhajaw, currently clamped shut to give
support to ablack briar pipe, focussed boiled blue eyes on it. Even through the aromatic smoke screen
he was sending up, the planet had no charisma.

Hewas sick of Garamas and the problemsit posed. In many respects an out-and-out hostile would be
eader to handle.

Shifting irritably out of his executive console on the command idand, he sumped over to araised
observation platform that followed the quadrant curve of apanoramic, direct vision port.

Theview was no great improvement. When you had said it was different you had said all.

Outside the gravisphere of Garamas, he had brought the squadron down on the black cinder heap of a
burned out agteroid. Light from the shipsthrew up a nightmare landscape of tumbled basalt and pumice
dust. Criss-cross of dender shadows of five towering ships. Silver obelisksin abizarre grove. Backdrop
for ademoniac rite of passage.

Fresh crews would be under stressto maintain station, day after day in thislimbo. Coming at thetail end
of agrueling mission, it wasthe last twist of the screw.

Captains daily logs festured mounting infringements of serviceregs. Varley, saring through aghost
image of himsalf on the glass reckoned that the only crime he was not going to hear of was desertion.
Whatever jigs alatter-day Bligh got up to, the pressure would never force aman outside into that
mind-numbing desolation.

Not that any of his commanders was likely to go cafard and have crewmen holy-stoning the deck. He
reviewed them in hismind'seye. Simpson of Falcon, dark, with a predatory, hook-nose, anatural born
salor for any age; Driscoll of Heron, ox-solid, nothing would get under his skin; Cameron, the huge,
raw-boned Scot, commanding Hawk, anerveless, tirdless machine; Drake's commander, Cooper,
round-faced, cherubic, reslient aslatex. No. They would hold the passfor atime yet. Though it wasup
to himsdlf to seethat it was not too long.

The hatch at hisback did aside. Europa'’s captain, Group Commander Frazer, ducked in under thelintel,
atal fair man with hair clipped so short that he seemed prematurely bald and, by contrast, hisface
looked over youthful and immature—an error which had trapped many anew crewman into thinking he
would be easy. A short-lived miscaculation at that.

Varley sad, “I'll giveit three more days, Bob. Then we pull out. I've seen thisbefore. A revolution that's
expected any day can hang off for years. | do believe therés arevolutionary typethat likestheintrigue
bit. Doesn't want to take responsibility. Never grows up.”

“What about Petrel, Admird? Do we leave her for the rdieving squadron?’

“For godsake why should we do that? Therell be an officid vidt for Blue Squadron to present
credentids. They can make their own arrangements for putting atoad in the hole.”

“What about Fletcher?”’
“Publish theenquiry. Let him bring Petrel out with the skeleton crew.”
“Will you tdl himwhy the enquiry was held up?

“Not immediately. Hesagood man, but it'll do him no harm to swest alittle. He thinks he knowsit all.”



“It paid off. He was useful to Duvorac.”

“Working for the civilian arm will be good experience. If he stayswith the service, he should know how
their mindsrun. Get asignd off telling Duvorac | want him back.”

A cdling bleep drew both men to look at the sSignas desk. Communications had done agood job
centring aVenusian face, twicelife-size on the middle panel. Overhead atannoy sad, “ Cdl from 1.G.O.
Commissar, Garameas, sir. Urgent. Using scrambled link. Will you takeit, Sir?”

Varley sad, “Holy cow. Did you ever hear of Venusians being long-distance mind-readers? What does
the old fox want do you think?’

From the vantage point of some years close partnership, Frazer made abid for progress, “I suggest you
ask him, Admird. Shal | say?’

“Yes, you'd better know.”

Varley sat down at his desk and flipped asuccession of keysto put himsdlf in circuit with speech, vision,
scrambler, decode and interpreter services. Then he sad, flatly, “Varley. What can | do for you
Commissar?’

The voice that made out through the intricate metalic gut, matched oddly with the Venusan's massve
grey face. It was alightweight femae job, on the high-pitched side; but it delivered aplaintaein plain
terms.

When Duvorac paused to rest hislarynx, Varley was up to date on the scene. He said, “ So you believe,
Commissar, that the crissisimminent and we should act to sabotage the ring. Y ou understand that any
ship, sdestepping Garamas control, for aplanetfall anywhere outsde Kristinobyl, would be ajudtifiable
target for defence action. Unless| neutralized ground ingdlationsfirg, it would not get within athousand
kilometres. That would mean devastation for every mgor city in Garamas. Y ou and | know, both,
Commissar that isnot on.”

Duvorac's face registered something like shock; but the voice went on at an even tone. “ Of course,
Admird, such action was very far from my mind. Thereis an aternative, which would require the utmost
skill and exact timing. Garamas has anumber of peculiar features. Thereisabrief period in each day
cyclewhen naturd forces cause severe eectrical disturbance. Since the power ring was established, this
has been intengfied. For aperiod of Six or seven minutes between dusk and dark, tracking gear is
virtualy screened. By careful planning asmall ship could be so placed thet it could movein to one of the
desert areas at that time.”

Varley sad, “It would sill have to get out—which isadower process'—and regretted it as soon asthe
wordswere out of hismouth. The answer was obvious and the voice confirmed it.

“But then, Admiral, the defence ingtdlations are powered by thering. Onceit isbroken, the ship will be
in no danger. Except, of course, that it must withdraw without being identified. Otherwise O.G.A. could
move on the pretext of protecting Garamas's neutraity. Y our Commander Fletcher has been studying the
problem and will know where best to make a strike. At his next visit to this headquarters, he can report
direct to you on thislink.”

“He can do better than that. I'll have him come out here with Petrel. Thiswill bethe last action before the
squadron isrdieved. Fix it with the port authority for her to leave. Destination Lados. I'll intercept him as
soon as he quits the gravisphere.”



“Y ou will choose your own man, of course, Admird. But if | may suggest it, Fletcher would beidedl for
thismisson. Heisvery resourceful.”

Varley looked at the time disk. Conversation, even on the scrambled link, had gone on over-long. Not a
doubt that some monitor would have hooked on by now and no code ever devised could not be cracked
eventualy. He said shortly, “ Thank you Commissar. Over and out.”

Frazer said, “He could be right. Fletcher might be the one.”

“That's so. But give Duvorac haf achance and held run the squadron. | didn't want to give him the
satisfaction of thinking | wasfollowing hisline. But Fletcher will do very well. Order generd dations. Lift
off in one hour. Move into aparking orbit outside interceptor range. Petrel could be out in twelve hours.
As soon as shergoinswhed Hetcher in.”

* * * %

The peopl€e's choice opened hiseyesto adim light and looked up expecting to see the underside of a
market stall. Whoever had followed him in had arare bouquet of exotic perfumes; but taking up where
he |eft off, he grabbed for ahold that would bring the body closein as a protective cushion.

Silky hair covered hisface. Small, firm breasts shoved warmly at hischest. Xeniasaid, “Harree!” with
what breath she could salvage for the chore.

Hetcher held on with one arm and cleared his eyes. There was apink ceiling three metres off. Theroom
was five metres by six with aconcertinadoor directly facing him. Blue wash walls, asmall bal cony over
right with adressing chest besideit in bright yellow board and his own over-night bag sanding besideit.
Orientation was rapid, thereafter. He was in his own pad, on his own bed and he was squeezing the pips
out of hisbusy dly.

He released his grip with some caution. There was no knowing how she would takeit. He haf expected
tofind aknifein histhroat.

For acount of three, she relaxed, letting gravity press her againgt him, then she moved like quick-glver,
S0 that she was knedling over him, knees under hisarms, back straight, hands lightly on either Sde of his
head.

“Eetisme, Harree. Aren't you glad to see me?’ Seen foreshortened through the dim pardld bars of her
arms, her face was gartling in its absolute symmetry. Electrum hair swung forward in an elastic cowl.
Eyeswere grave, serious, evauating what he was thinking.

Fletcher put his hands over hers and then worked dowly aong until he was holding her shoulders. She
was the prototype for Olympia, transmuted out of bronze into bird-frail flesh. Insubstantial asadream
figure

She said, quiet as a shared thought, “Not so, Harree. You are not seeing meas| am. You area
romanteec. Y ou project onto me something that ees een your head.”

Handstightened on her shoulders. He bent hisarms bringing her down.

Shewent along with it, moving her knees, until their heads were only centimetres gpart. His hand moved
under her hair, with nicely judged component orientation and brought her mouth to home on hisown.
Very warm, very soft, an unexpected planetfall after along misson in an empty quarter.

Then she had twisted free, whipped two metres off and was saying unsteadily, “Not so Harree. | theenk
not at theestime. Y ou have reservations about me. At the back of your mind, you remembaire the



geneteec code of your organization. Y ou would reproach yoursdlf. | do not want thet. Eef we arelovers
ect wed be when you have no doubt |eft.”

Hetcher sat up dowly and shook his head from sSideto Sde asif to clear away amist. Shewasright, but
it was no caich to be so easily read. Also the mora line ought to have come from himsdlf. He said,
“You're astrange one, Xenia. But, for record, you're the most beautiful girl | ever saw. Put meinthe
picture, then. How do | get to be here?’

“Duvorac was worreed about you. He ees agood man, that one. He peecked up the broadcast at hees
console and knew you would be een dangaire. He sent me to warn you and gave me an escort to breeng
you een. 1.G.O. security uneeforms are very like loca police. The crowd thought we were arresteeng
you.”

It was a shorthand statement for what must have been avery dodgy enterprise.
“Why here? Why come back here?’

“The broadcast ees ovaire. People hardly remembaire what they thought. Though you must be careful to
antagonize noone eet ees more eemportant than ever to see your friend Y olaand have her group find
these transmeetaires.”

“How hasit worked out in the rest of Kristinobyl?’

“No problem. Only thees sector. Three of four squares only were affected. Two Earthmen and a
Passdanian were kedled.”

“So. Nationas of 1.G.O. planets. That figures. They'll be satisfied with thetria run. Onething. How isit
you resisted the suggestion? Y ou might have been moved to stick me with that legtle knife you carry
dx)blt.”

“For eet to work, there must be adesire een the mind to teenth that way. Thees eesreinforced. Now |
am full of loveeng thoughts towards you. Also | understand mind control.”

Fletcher stood up and walked circumspectly round the room. Except that his head ached, he was okay.
Xenidslast andysis had an edge she would not intend. He had been made criticd of himsdf. That could
only mean that there was a self-destructive agent in his own head waiting to be encouraged. It was not his
Ego'sday.

A caling pinger started up on the table console beside his bed. It was awelcome diversion and brought
him back strength nine, as an outgoing force.

He reached the table in two strides and pulled up asmall video screen fromitsdot. It aready had a
Garamadian face on it as though the owner had been living there in the dark for sometime.

Yolasad, “I'minthelobby. | got your room number from the letting board. Can we come up?’
“We?

“I have some friends with me. We came separately. Asfar as| know nobody has been followed.”
“Surely come up.”

Xeniasaid, “ That was fooleesh of them. Only one should have come. | wedll have acar ready. Assoon
asyou are through, we should leave here.”



“Dothat. I'll makeit brief.”
Hand on the door, she said, “ Remembaire, Harree, eet ees no good unless you have no reservations.”

She was gone before he had time to reply and he remembered too |ate that he had not even thanked her
for bringing up the relief column.

But then, with her fingersin his head, she probably knew.

* * * %

Y olas group was five strong. Three young Garamasian men and another girl who had one arm strapped
up inside her caftan, but was otherwise a carbon copy of Y olahersdlf.

They sat in ahdf circle and Fletcher, asthefocus of ten, unblinking, obsidian eye disks, fdlt like a corrupt
elder betraying youth.

One, introduced as Termeron, was clearly the leader of the cell and was atougher proposition than Y ola
had been.

He said, “What you say makes sense. But we must be cautious. Vida here is a testament to what can
happen when we follow your suggestions. We know that changes do not come easily and that a
revolution is not made without the shedding of much blood. That, we accept and will take our chance.
But what is a the back of your mind? What advantage isthere for you in this?’

“For me, personally, nothing. Thetrial broadcast whipped up the foreign bogy and was against Earthmen.
That was only agtart. Eventudly, when the network is complete, they will dominate al thought on
Garamas. Y oursincluded.”

“That ispossble. But if Garamasians are caling the tune, it might be a better one to dance to than one
played by foreigners—even the Inter Gaactic Organisation. We are working for certain liberd reforms;
but we are Garamasians, we are not ashamed of our people. Also, we are not war-mongers. We believe
that this planet should be neutral and work out its own salvation without referenceto 1.G.O. or O.G.A.”

The concertinadoor did quietly back and Xeniajoined the back row, identifying herself as
“Commandaire Fletchaire's asseestant.” When the group reformed, the psychokinetic battery was
reinforced by apair of brilliant green eyeswhich were faintly mocking.

Fletcher was suddenly irritable, his head still ached and he reckoned he was listening to the
peace-in-our-time bit, which had been a dangerous falacy down the millennia. When you got right down
to it, there were certain absolutes, precipitated out from the mental mush asahard crystd core at the
centre of the human mind. Put it at the least common denominator, there was an influence aboard which
in certain moments could be recognized as good. The|.G.O. charter of human rightswasin tune with it,
evenif itdid not dot al thei'sand crossdl thet's. O.G.A. was againgt it; a personification of the evil
principle; alatter-day, graceless L ucifer.

Heforgot diplomatic caution and began to speak of what he had seen. Leve, even tones carrying
conviction. He got round to his own part in it—a representative of the countless thousands who had
accepted the draft and put in their years of service, policing the gaaxy and keeping the sub-human
cultures of the Rim, contained in their bleak quarter.

Y olawas |ooking uncomfortable and twice tried to interrupt, but he went right on, “Never think you
would be |eft doneto work out your own salvation. Garamasistoo useful. Y our own State police are
gentle lambs compared with the crew you will get if O.G.A. takes over. Don't deceive yoursdlves. Al



right. | tell you frankly that what | want youto doisin|.G.O. interest. But you areintelligent. Y ou can
seethe difference. Y ou must know that 1.G.O. isonly concerned to see afair system running. Onceitis
assured of that, it remains only as an adviser and protector.”

Yolafinaly got in with, “Y ou are making us ashamed. Of course, we know there are wider problems
than our own. But we have worked for along time to improve conditions here. Garamasians are not evil
people, but bad traditions are hard to change. We have friendsin al the engineering departments. We
can find out where these machines are. Why could we not seize them and use them to propagate the
opinions we hold?’

Hetcher thought wearily that he had wasted histime. But Termeron saved the day.

Hesaid dowly, “As| understand the Earthman, that would not do. It might succeed. But it would not be
right. In thelast analysis, means are asimportant as ends. If we did that, we would be no better than the
fascists. Men must be convinced and that isadow process. Y es, we will work for you. Y ou shall have
the location of these transmitters. What then? How will you set about neutralisng them? To inform the
state police would be no good, they would not have got this far without protection, or at least passive
support from men like Pedasun.”

Fletcher was tempted to give the whole story. He was asking them to put themsalvesin danger for
something that might not be necessary, if thering itsalf was cut. They deserved the whole truth. He
reckoned that the political angle was shot through with cynicism. It was a continuing marve that any good
ever saw thelight of day.

But whatever damage was done, the ring would be repaired. It would be easier to seize the stationswhile
they were nonop. He had no brief to go farther. There was some forcein the cynica dictum that too
great a secret is soon widely known.

They were ready, however, to be convinced and he could say with frank honesty, “ That, | do not know.
But you are not betraying your own people. These stations are manned by Laodamians or Scotians.
There may a0 be ahook-up with fascist cellsworking for a putsch. In any event, knowing what the
machines can do, you have no choice.”

Last out, Y olahesitated at the door and gave him along, straight look, Unsmiling and enigmatic, she
seemed to have come of age over the last week. Xenia speeding the parting guests, got a specid,
deliberate stare. Then she was gone, after the others.

Xeniaput on afaseair of concern, “What have you been doing weeth that girl, Harree? Y ou are geeving
that tender conscience of yours a hard time. She eesjealous of me. Have you been geeving her presents
too? Y ou are a Bluebeard. But | must warn you. Eet ees dangerous on Garamas. Eef her father eesa
tradeetionaleest he wedl| make you marree her.”

“Did you get that car?’

“Yessdr. Don't worree, | wedll not tell. Asyou say een your reedeecul ous language—I weell keep eet
under my bushdl.”

“Don't mess about Xenia. Just go on ahead. I'll be right behind you.”

At the door, she dropped the act and said, “ Y ou deed very well weeth them. Eet was very empresseeve.
Y ou redly bedieve what you say. | hope you do not have any designson that Yolaor | might be tempted
to steeck her weeth my useful knife. Be queeck. We should go.”

* * * %



In the lobby, Garamasians who had been in the area during the broadcast |ooked more speculative than
hodtile. They were recalling that there was some reason for didike, but could not precisaly remember
what it was. There was enough residud forcein the memory to make them suspicious.

Without wanting to top a popularity poll, Fletcher reckoned that the role of public enemy would be one
that he could not sustain over a period. It undermined confidence. No wonder minority groups were
aggressive. They had to be or end up demoralized and hating themselves.

It wasaslent ride, with Xenia deliberately avoiding meeting his eye and leaving haf ametre of clear
space between them on the squab.

At thel.G.O. penthouse terminal, she said, “ Duvorac weell see us at 1600. | have work to do. See you
then.”

Evidence that Duvorac himself had not been idle met him in the ante-room of the commissar's suite. It
wasalargecircular room, lit by hexagond portsin aheavily decorated ceiling. Dominant motif wasthe
opulent, baroque buttock, with the totdl effect that a mixed bag of nymphs, cherubs and satyrs had
besten gravity and were struggling to escape through the roof.

A hdf circle of bucket chairs round an information console had familiar occupants. Cotgrave, facing, as
he camein, fairly leaped to hisfeet and came across to meet him. “ Commander, glad to see you here.
Now maybe we can get astraight story. What goeson?”’

They were dll there, and the new interest had sharpened them up. In this environment, they hardly
seemed to be the same men who had been abad risk in the pen.

For onething, they were now in full shorerig. White, round-collared uniformswith the |.G.O. blazon and
rank flashesin gold pipe. Even Hocker got dowly to hisfeet, but prudently hung onto atal green glass
that he had just freshened from the bar dispenser.

Bennett asthe next senior executive came forward with Cotgrave. “ Any change from that dump can only
be good, Commander; but we've been told nothing. An hour ago one of the goonstold usto pack, then
an1.G.O. shuttle picked us up. Areweto live here in the Consulate?’

Fletcher said, “It's good to see you out. I'm as much in the dark as anybody. There's a meeting with the
commissar at 1600. Maybe we shall hear the score then.”

Hocker said, aggressvely, “And about time, I'm sick to my stomach with hanging about on this beach.
Not apiece of tail in sight. Correction. Erase that. Scoreit out with asinuousline.” Glassin hand, he was
off across the parquet on a course North-East-by-North to where X enia had appeared between two
lotus figured columnsin acrotch length apricot tabard and her hair in ashining, tulip cowl.

Fletcher had amomentary flash of intuition. He could see how it would be. They were pulled together for
apurpose. Thiswas likely to be his crew. The sooner he got Hocker sorted the better. Without wanting
forelock-knuckling peasantsin histeam, he knew the score asfar as discipline went. In aspacer, it had
to be automatic. With afive second debate from a crewman, about whether he thought the order was a
good ideato himsdlf, a ship could be molecular trash.

Cotgrave said quickly, “Don't take too much notice of Hocker just now, Commander. HE's young and |
reckon the waiting has been heavier on him than the rest of us. But he'sagood engineer, | can promise
you that. Put him to work and hel's adifferent man.”

Everybody seemed to be reading his mind these days, but it was no bad thing to have a co-pilot who



could anticipate his reactions.

Hesad, “I understand that. The sooner we al get under load the better. 1600 coming up. Now we
should know something.”

Slap on cue, apane glowed over Duvorac's lintd with the legend, “ Commander FHetcher's party enter

Out of the corner of his eye Fletcher could see that Hocker was penning X enia between her two flanking
pillars. Whatever he was saying was taking time. Then she seemed to go dong with it and hehad a
suspicion that she had caught him looking. Whatever it was, she put out a convincing giggle asthough
privileged to be chatted up by the conversationdist of the decade. Then she prodded the engineer on his
sternum with asupple forefinger and drew his attention to the folk migration at his back.

It adl looked like acase of ingtant friendship. Fletcher found himsalf thinking that he did not likeit.
Duvorac'sfirg words, however, when they were dl seated in adouble row facing the plinth, gave him
something eseto play on hispianola.

“Petrel istorgoin Admird Varley's squadron. Thereisaspecid mission lined up for her and thereafter
thetour of duty in this quarter isover. Relief ison theway, and leave which is overdue will betakeninan
[.G.O. planet, probably Physcoa.”

Hocker muttered audibly, “What's wrong with Earth Planet?”’

Hetcher turned round in his seat and found the man directly behind him and not ametre distant. Xeniain
the next seat watched asif at aNO play. “Button it up, spaceman. You're hereto listen. You'll be asked
for your opinion if and when it becomes essentid to haveit.”

Eyes met for acount of three and Hocker turned deliberately away to look aong the row at the rest of
the crew. He got no support.

Fletcher let it go. It was going to take time, but he had made his attitude clear.

Duvorac went on, “It isimportant that Petrel leavestoday. | have negotiated the move a ahigh level, but
once it isknown, there may be other groups who would put in injunctionsfor delay. Therefore, | want

her out as soon asit can be done. Command of Petrel has been given to Commander FHetcher. | have
the commissioning authority and sealed ordersto give him. Crew will be brought up to strength when she
rgoinsthe squadron. When is the soonest you could lift off Commander?’

“Preiminary checkswill take up to an hour; but | believe sheisready to go. After that asixty minute
countdown. Provisondly | would say eighteen hundred hours. Do you agree that, captain?’

Cotgrave said, “1 have not been aboard for over amonth. But we finished the minor repairs. She was
ready to rgjoin on Sgnd at that point. | agreeit ispossble.”

Duvorac said, “Very well. | had everybody attend to hear the officia appointment. Now | will speak
aone to Commander Hetcher for afew minutes. Transport to the launch pad will be dong at once.
Thank you for your servicesto |.G.O. and good luck on this enterprise.”

When they were done, he said, “ There is an additiona matter. Perhaps the crew should not know of this.
Xeniawill accompany you. Sheistoo well known to be of further usein intelligence work on Garames.
Another post has been found. But she could not leave by passenger flight. The squadron will soon bein
Physcoa and she can move on from there.”



“Thereisno hiding place on acorvette. The crew will have to know.”

“Sheisasound mathematician. Perhaps you could give her an operational role. Later, she would transfer
to Europa, where thereis specia accommodation.”

“Very well. The Scotians have planted a pick-up on the hull. | shdl brief the crew and leaveiit there.
Wheat they hear will confirm that it isasmplergoining operation.”

* k% k %

Xenia, stuck with anon-speaking role sat at the communications desk between Johnson and Ledsham.
Anonymous, in the smallest space suit carried in the locker, she was passed over like alay figure. But she
could appreciate Fletcher's problem. The crew had expected Cotgrave to take charge and they resented
anew hand on thetiller.

She heard Hocker, by-passing the generd net, on adirect link to communications, say to Ledsham,
“Weve got aright staff fairy here Tom. For godsake check the data. It may be only addivery run for
that slver crumpet; but he ditched Terrapin and nobody yet knows the how and why.”

They did their work. The years of training saw to that. Lift off was a copy-book manoeuvre; but Fetcher
could fed that he was not handling ateam. In an engagement he would be hard pressed.

Petrel fet right. She was alater marque than Terrapin. Handier and more powerful. Potentialy acrack
unit. Get the human element right and he could take her anywhereat dl.

It was arelief to be away from Garamasinto aworld he knew and could manipulate. Xeniasaw the
changein him and prolonged her Trappist Slence even after the link with the Scotian was broken. When
the Squadron came up as atiny glowing jewel in the zoom lens of the main scanner, she was dmost glad
to think that there would be a change of company.

Then it began to dawn on her that the rest of the crew shared a serious doubt whether they would make
itatal.

Ledsham asked for areport of the Commander's last transmission and even filtered through the intercom,
there was aharmonic of smpledisbelief. It was echoed in one way or another al round the net and
Fletcher said it again with cold clarity.

Swinging in unison with his co-pilot on thetiny command idand, he said, “Hold fast on the auto chain. I'll
take her in on manud.”

Xeniaworking her E.SP. link in aprivate bid to know what it was al about, homed in on Ledsham. He
was registering akind of reluctant awe. Course changes involved would mount as much G asaprimary
blast off and rate split second calculation. The computers could handleit; but afractiona loss of
concentration from a human operator and Petrel could hurl hersdf likeabombinto Europa’s dab sides.

Now the screen was showing the squadron as discrete units. Five craft, set silver beads on ablack velvet
display pad, Europa in the centre with four pencil-dim corvettes outriding in a protective screen.

Shetried Fletcher and got ablank. He was utterly committed to the mathematics of navigation, mind
working likeamachine.

Theduty officer in Europa’s control room had picked up thetiny speck of the hurrying corvette and
locked on tracking computers. Linked on the same net, Falcon, Drake, Heron and Hawk trained magjor
armamentsin concert.



When Petrel was apea-sized globule, she was the focus of destructive power that could disperse her as
afaint nimbus of glowing gas. Five computer-based tracking systems monitored the oncoming craft.
Coded recognition signals punched out and cleared the air.

McCool on Europa took hisfinger from the genera dert button. Then he waslooking at an empty
screen and by reflex thumbed down the stud, which sent alarm bleepsto every corner of the cruiser.

Varley, firgt in the command centre, ill sealing up, with hisvisor hinged back, said, “What isit, Jock?’
“Petrel rgoining Admird.”

“ g7

“Recognition okay; but now she's evaded the tracking gear.”

“Y ou believe she could be hogtile?”

Enacted in every command centre of the squadron, there was the same question mark over Petrel's
off-beat manoeuvre.

Consequently, there was afull audience to see the corvette warp out of RT, asthough by deight of hand
inthe single blind vector on Europa’s port quarter and take up station with aflamboyant course change,
which must have put her crew on the extreme edge of G. tolerance.

Her Commander's leve tones coming up on every net said smply, “1.G.O. corvette Petrel reporting for
service with Red Squadron. Request ingtructions.”

Varley, clamping down on aricher text, at the cost of anear cerebral haemorrhage said thickly to
Europa's captain, for dl to hear, “ Get that maniac a ong to see me, Commander. Stand down, if you
plesse”

Chapter Six

Colonel Pedasun, racing for Petrel's pad with astandfast order signed by the President no less and till
liable to smudge, had to veer off to missthefirebal. Only hisrank and visble, smmering temper had
gotten him past the check point. Findly, the officid had let him through on areading of the situation, that if
he burned himsdlf to a.crisp, hewould be in no position to sound off and if he did not, he could not
grumbleether.

The latter angle was however pure speculation and Pedasun proved it false,

Incandescent gas flooded the blast trenches, hot updraughts set his police tender onto its beam ends, his
pilot threw everything into acrash climb that pinned the crew to their bucket seats. A fresh air duct
channedlled ahot waft of sooty debrisinto theinterior, asif Petrel had deliberately spat in hiseye.

When hefindly stepped onto firm ground on the apron in front of the reception block, he wasfairly
gagging with thwarted rage. Fear past made him vindictive. He sumped into the office, whacking left and
right with hiscane.

The philosophica official, too dow off the mark to vacate his post for a subordinate, took the brunt of it.
“Why could | not contact the ship?’

“Land lines had been severed ten minutes ago, Colond.”



“Who was responsible for that?’

“Itisnormal practice. Part of count-down procedure. The ship makes the break, when her Commander
issatisfied thet dl iswell.”

“You agreed.”
“There was no reason to do otherwise, Colond. Y our message came after thelinewas cut.”

“I am not satisfied. Y ou will beinterrogated. Take him to my car. Go back to headquarters. Send out my
persond shuttle”

Pedasun spent the ten minutes of hiswait, stalking from room to room in the complex spreading angst.
Daylight wilted and ran symbolically into black night. Helaid it on the line that no ship should clear the
port without notification being sent in to his office thirty minutes before land communication was cut.

It was auseful security refinement that went some way to pay for histime, but he was till looking for a
more solid payoff when adeferentid orderly paged him with the newsthat his car was ready and
waiting.

At the console, he dialed traffic control for asuburban trunk and sat back while the autopilot took him
off. Fifteen minutes later, he crossed a darkened Stympha us Park on a high lane, then cut the beam and
took over on manual.

There was not much farther to go. Five kilometres on, he turned due East, over cultivated farmland now
invisble and planed down into the well-lit courtyard of atrim commune, which was the centre of the
digtrict.

At thistime of day, there was nobody to see him arrive. Farm machinery, parked in rowsfor the night,
filled one sde of the square. Most workers had taken the underground monorail to their homesin
Krigtinobyl. Only ahandful of maintenance staff would be still on the site and those were taking the
evening medl bresk.

A sensitive man would have felt the psychic pressure of the huge empty shell, acaravanserai setin aflat
waste; architecturdly, ardlic of the past, when district centres were fortresses. But Pedasun walked
quickly through an open arch and followed a covered way to a corner of the structure marked by afive
storey block, solid as a keep.

Easy rampslit by wall ports worked in an equiangular spira up the outer wall and he went on to the top.

Thelast pitch was on the outside and looked out over the darkened countryside to distant clusters of light
like asterisksin alattice. For thefirst time, hewas chdlenged. A Garamasian, in paramilitary rigwith a
carbine hooked on hisleft shoulder by its strap, stepped out of a shadowy acove and said, “Garamas for
Garames.”

“Ring of Conquest.”
“The Generd isexpecting you, Sr.”
A door in the thickness of thewall did away and Pedasun went through.

Now hewasin ashort corridor, brilliantly lit and floored edge to edge with blue thick-piled carpet. At
the end it turned through aright angle and widened into areception areawith adesk, and adouble-lesf
door going on.



A young Garamasian woman in atrim black uniform with the interlaced ring symbols of Garamas over
her flat digphragm stood up and flipped akey on an intercom unit. “ Colonel Pedasunishere.”

Thereply wasinaudible; but no doubt affirmative, because she went on, “Y ou areto go straight in, Sir.”

Inside, thelow celling crossed by massive open beams made the room appear larger in floor surface than
it really was. Twenty metres square, with no supporting piersit gavetheilluson of going in every
direction like an openfidd.

Pedasun had a clear walk to the far end where agroup of at least a dozen werein sesson round alarge
ovd table. Mostly they were Garamasians, but there was one Laodamian and atrio of Scotianssitting
together below the salt plugged in to alanguage cracker. At the head of the board, General Hablon was
gtting erect with an A.D.C. on hisleft and the manager of the complex on hisright.

Even folded into achair Hablon wasimpressve size-wise. Vertical, hewould be all of two and a half
metres. A throwback to the extinct class of war-lord baron that had carved up the Garamasian scene for
centuries for mutua profit and entertainment, his round head was massve and expressonlessasamarble
artefact. Proving that it was not solid through, he made minima mouth movementsand said, “ Y ou are
late, Colond. | have aready received reports from the loca division.”

Wl aware that he who excuses himsdlf aso accuses, Pedasun took an empty seat haf way down the
near Sde and inclined his head to the chairman in acomposite sgna which indicated that he had his
reasons and was now ready for any ongoing business there might be.

Hablon took another sideswipe at him by saying to his right hand marker, “Read back a brief summary.
Wewill al wait until the Colond is up-to-date on events.

Again Pedasun inclined his head. At this stage, the man was important enough not to cross openly. But he
made a private note that in the fullness of time, the security branch would put itself outside the range of
the political machine.

Mogt of it he knew well enough. There had been a set back at the distribution point in Stymphal us Park,
but the agency was unknown. In spite of that, more than half the areawas covered by anetwork of
transmitters. A test run had been made with success. Supplies could be made good in under twenty-four
hours since a Laodamian freighter had checked in with afull load of equipment. In the meantime, there
was enough on the ground to do an adequate mind-bending job whenever the call came.

When the man had finished, Pedasun said, “Thank you. | was, of course aware of dl those points. |
believe that the fire in the depot was engineered by 1.G.O. agents. | was getting close, but they evaded
me afew minutes ago by leaving Garamasin an 1.G.O. ship. That, gentlemen, isthe sort of thing which
will not happen when our administration takes office.

“For therest, thereisacivil rights movement among the students and technicians which isgaining some
ground in that limited sector. Thereisno danger. | have informers at the heart of the group. I know that
they have been asked to locate our equipment in the Kristinobyl area. False information will be fed to
them, When thetimeisripe the leaderswill be arrested.”

“Why not now?'—Hablon made it sound as though only afool would have an answer.

“They are well-connected with families sympathetic to the present administration. It is not impossible, but
itisnot advisable. Later, they will be no problem. We should not complicate the issue at this stage.
Selected broadcasts aimed at confusing the libera position are easy enough. A man who sees too many
sdesof aquestion isaready defeated.”



Hablon said, “What have our Scotian dliesto say?” Whatever it was, was unintelligible taken nest. The
leading hand of the trio began a staccato rattle of clicks and a speaker on the face of the console
ddlivered it, with ashort time lag, in Garamasian. “We are ready, Generd, a any time. Both shipsare at
stand-by dert. Crews can be flown in from the internment centre in shuttleswhich are held there.
Garamaswill be welcomed by the Outer Galactic Alliance.”

Not everybody |ooked delighted. Pedasun made a mental note that the commune manager shifted
uncomfortably in his seet. Even this smal council was amicrocosm of the larger society. Many
supporters of the movement wanted the liberal administration out without necessarily wanting O.G.A. in.
For himsdlf, it was essentia . He had no intention of playing second fiddle to areactionary group led by a
military junta. With O.G.A. support, he could go for the top dot, anew man without attachments, who
could be trusted. What he did later would be another matter.

As of now, hefound aformulato please both sides. “Y our help will be most va uable, Commander and
Garamas will be generous. However, we am, in thefirst instance, to seize power by popular acclaim.
Y our task will beto neutralize any attempt by 1.G.O. to interfere with our programme.”

Hablon stood up and his round crown was two centimetres from a celling beam. He said, “1 will continue
my tour of local headquarters. Tomorrow | shal be at the operations room in Velchanos, ready to take
overal control. From then on be prepared to act. Garamas for Garamas.”

Except for the Scotians, who maybe took it astoo narrow adogan, he got afull due from the meeting al
standing and dapping the right pam smartly to the left shoulder.

“Ring of Conquest!”

* * % %

On Petrd, reief from tenson wasfollowed by aresurge of enthusiasm. Xeniapicked it up on her
psychic crystd and redlized what Fletcher had been working at.

Probably only the navigators Bennett, Sluman and the co-pilot himsalf could appreciate the finer points of
the exercise. To therest it was Smply a spectacular manoeuvre, which was adap in the eyeto the
establishment. It paid for the long session on the beach. They werein business again as acrack outfit with
aman in thetop dot who had nothing to learn about handling aship.

One divergent strand in the symposium, however, she traced to Hocker. He did not put it into overt
gpeech, but the mental field could be listed as hostile. If she could have got him to verbdizeit there would
have been something like, “ Crazy bastard. Gallery play. Looking for apat on the head from Blood'n gut
Varley. Too bloody clever by half. But you don't fool me.”

Other than that, the cal culated risk had paid off. Asanew commander, he had aimed to short-circuit the
powerful in-group feding which had built up in the old crew. He had put himsdlf onthesamesdeinaline
up againgt the top brass. Also, if there were any lingering doubts about the Terrapin affair, he had made
it clear that it was not any failure of nerve or expertise on his part.

Fetcher's own mind was till tightly closed to any E.S.P. probe, except that she judged he was waiting
for something dse.

When the summons from Varley came, as he had known it would, there was a brief surge of unease. He
was not too sure how it would work out at that.

She watched him out into the pressure lock and heard Cotgrave say, “Good luck, Commander.”



Sedled in the pressure lock, Fletcher reckoned he would need al the luck there was about. He could see
his own face reflected on a polished bulkhead, e ongated by curvature, along thin stranger.

Crossing from ship to ship in deep space had never become routine. It underlined dependence on
life-support systems. Cosmic loneliness invaded the mind, he became conscious of his hands and the
smal movementsit would take to make a quietus, with body liquids boiling off and tissues exploding

apart.
He had to make conscious effort to follow the drill.

Hefired aline acrossto Europa’'s lock and saw the prehensle grab close on aholdfast. Then he
sngpped on atoggle from hisbelt and shoved off.

Outside Europa's lock, he unhooked the thin nylon line and saw it whip back, spring loaded over the
backdrop of infinite, violet-black depth. So many multi-coloured sequins of distant light. More worlds
than there were grains of sand on Earth's planet. Action or inaction, al was onein this setting. Here was
the still centre of the dance, the silence at the core of music, the ultimate confrontation. What could it
matter what hedid or Varley said?

Xenids voice spoke quietly insde his head, using Fingalnan which he hardly knew; but the sense was
crysta clear, “1t mattersto us. We are all we have. We are dl thereis.”

Then hewasingde and ayeoman was leading him dong familiar trunksto Varley's day cabin.

* * * %

Concluding what had been agrudling sesson, Varley |eft the psychologica vantage point of his executive
desk and stumped round to the front.

Changing ground changed his mood and Hetcher knew that he had made out. The tone was still staccato
and short on Charisma,; but it was a point or two down on the acidity scale.

Varley said, “I'm bound to log you, Commander. There was danger to the squadron, quite apart from the
danger to Petrel. McCool was ready to blast you. Y ou know that? In his place, you would have doneit,
no doubt. | see your point, don't think | don't gppreciate it. But no more risks with my ships. Ther€ll be
action enough to shake your crew down into a combat team. Squadron conference in fifteen minutes.
Take alook around and get to know what Europa's control centre hasto offer. Call your ship and order
astand down. We may be sometime. I'll reserve judgement.”

Round the conference table, set up under an acoustic canopy in Europa’'s command centre, Fletcher had
amixed reception. Cameron, sitting across, lifted two spatul ate thumbs and grinned an unreserved
welcome. Grant Crawford, Varley's saff lieutenant, adark, muscular typelooking like an intellectua
weightlifter in hissilver grey inner suit, followed the party line and confined his greeting to a non-committal
nod. Next to him Colone Franklin the marine detachment commander and only known to FHetcher by
sght, sat tiff asaramrod and tapped the table in amonotonous, isochronous beat with a silver pencil
and looked straight ahead. Cooper and Simpson hardly looked up from their order papers. Anything
past was gone for them. Driscoll, heavy shoulders hunched forward and hands stretched out in front of
him on thetabletop said, “If ever I'm tired of life, I'll get atransfer to your outfit, Fletcher.”

“Dothat.”

Dag FHetcher was only haf listening. The order paper had his attention. Whatever the higher echelons
thought about Terrapin and more recently about his unorthodox joining procedures, they had cast him
for avery dicey rolein the latest exercise.



Varley cut through with, “Y ou have the detail there, gentlemen. Crawford show usthe ground.”

Lights dimmed, athree-sided screen extruded from the deck ametre behind Varley's chair and he
swivelled round to look at it. Crawford fed a prepared tape into his console and Garamas appeared
three-dimensondly intheacove.

It wasafull rdief job and turned dowly on its axisto show every feature. The usua layout of land masses
was plain to see.

For case of reference, alatitude-longitude grid and the familiar Earth pattern had been superimposed ina
glowing trace, with the meridian running through Kristinobyl.

Seen close, the dark line of the power ring seemed an obvious and feasible development. Theland mass,
al intropica latitudes, running between fifteen and twenty degrees north and south of the equator was
virtualy unbroken except for asinglerift valey, Sted within twenty kilometres of the one-sx-five
longitude line. Running due north and south, &t right anglesto the equator, only mountainous ridges ong
the coasts held the sea back from running through to make a passage between the two huge oceans.

A seafaring people might have blasted out a navigable channel. But Garamas was land-orientated.
Communication across the seas had never been important.

Crawford stopped the spin of the globe and zoomed in on the Grand Canyon. Outer area peeled away
as magnification stepped up. The surface of Garamas was unfolding like aflower intime-lgpse
photography. Here it was utterly dissmilar from the bland downland that surrounded Kristinobyl. It wasa
harsh world of burning sun and drought.

A running strip showed the build up of environmenta factors. Temperature in the outlying areas was
knocking sixty degrees Cdsiusand till risng.

There was no sound from round the table. Every last one had cometo planet falls on bizarre and
mind-bruising terrain. But this, being set in a habitable planet, seemed unbelievable by contrast with the
rest. It was asthough al the geologica frenzy that convulsed any cooling star, had been concentrated in
this one place. Demoniac force had wrenched and twisted the crust, creating huge fault blocks which had
tilted and shouldered up in angular fragments. Grit laden winds had ground edgesto razor sharp blades.

Colour rioted through the strata. Brilliant blue, veridian, bands of rose madder, streaks and bars of
cadmium yellow, al set in the dead black of later basalt formations. Hest eddies distorted the picture,
jumbled the ot into an iridescent shimmer.

Crawford was moving along. It was al of apiece. Siceit anywhere and it stood for anti-life. Nobody in
their right mind would want to go there.

Even before the viewing eye picked up the spectacular, engineering marvel of the Ring of Garameas,
Fletcher had felt the nudge of a sixth sense. Thiswasit. The descent into hell. Thiswasthe point of the
exercise. Varley had dready chosen his ground to do alittle sabotage. He was, as Duvorac would have
said, hoist with hisown petard. He was the one who would be there, on the Site, sweating into hisvisor.

Having conceded that, he was struck, as everyone there present was, by the sheer magnificence of the
engineering project which had carried the globe-trotting power circuit across the waste.

The visble surface of the conductor was awhite tube on afour metre diameter. Crossing the desert it
had run underground and appeared to come from a point ten or twelve metres below the ragged lip of
the crevasse. It was supported over the gap on three spidery suspension spans, with two support towers



keyed into handy pinnaclesthat sprang like jagged molars from the distant valey bottom.

There was no surprise that the building of the ring had exhausted Garamas for a generation. This pitch
aonewas afantastic nationa project. Scars on the sand, scattered in akilometre arc showed the size of
the support camp that had once been built to house the [abour force. Unless they used sdlamanders, it
would have to have been under heat control for astart.

Asthey watched, asmall platform with a curved undersection that hugged the sides of the white tube
cameinto vison, moving out from below the overhang and Crawford used hislast magnification to bring
it close.

Even at that, detail was not too clear. But Cooper, who had reached command by way of the engineering
sector, said, “Lubricant. Or painting. Painting I'd guess. Exposed like that, to that hegt, it needs
round-the-clock maintenance. Probably sprayslocated inside the hoop. Runs out the other side and back
at fixed intervals. That would be too important to leave to robot gear. Therelll be aduty crew.”

“Thank you, Commander. That'show | seeit.” Varley sgnalled to Crawford and the picture folded in on
itself and disappeared. Visud aids were okay; but Varley had learned from experience that it paid to
switch off, when there was speaking to do.

Hewaited until every eye was on him and went on, “ For reasons which are too detailed to set out, it is
essentia to make abreak in the Garamasian power system. We shall do it there. Y ou will ask why |
choose that point.”

Nobody did, but every face showed that it was agood question.

“Inthefirg placeit will cause maximum difficulty from arepair point of view. In the second place and
most important, it isvirtudly the only place whereit can be done without reveding our identity. That is
crucid tothe exercise. At dl costsand | repest, al codts, it must not be known that an 1.G.O. forceis
involved. | am outlining the plan to al commanders, though only one ship will goin. Therest will havea
support role and must know what isinvolved.”

Driscoll, anaturd for asking the obvious question, said, “But surdly, Admird, any ship in the gravisphere
will be identified before she makes a planetfal.”

“So | believed, Commander. But not s0. Thereisone blind vector. In the brief eectricd disturbance
which occurs a twilight, tracking gear isjammed. Timing will have to be dead right; but thereisan
interval long enough for aship to get in. The squadron will assist by laying decoy flares over the opposite
hemisphere. Detall has to be worked out and | want you to think about it and bring up any suggestion
that you have.”

Varley activated the screen for himsdlf and brought up the picture again. “Broadly speaking, thisisthe
plan. Our ship will go infarther dong therift. Thereis aplace where the bottom is clear for ahectare.
About a hundred kilometres nearer the north coast. That means she will not be seen from the bridge post.
She will come down on the floor of the canyon. Observe radio silence. Show no light. A cutting-out party
will use the scout car and fly aong the gorge, to reach the bridge area before daylight. There, they will
wait until midday. At that time arelief maintenance crew arrivesfor atwenty four hour duty period. Then
they will seize the pogt, blow the cable a the middle section and return by the quickest route to the ship.
Blast off will betimed again to the mid-dusk period.”

He switched off and therewas adigestive silence.

Cameron brokeit, for once deadly serious, “It'sabonny scheme, Admiral. No reason againgt it working



out. But once the cable goes, therelll be afine scurry to that site. They'll work along either way to take a
look. They'll surdly find the ship.”

Frazer answered him, “Therell not be as much rush as you might think. Only specid craft can land in that
area I'd say thirty minutes before the nearest maintenance unit isready to leave. That's|located
south-west in Vel chanos, over athousand kilometres distant. Our ship will have pulled out before they
arive”

There was only the sixty thousand dollar question hanging about and Hetcher reckoned he knew the
answer. He was the least surprised round the table when Varley said, “It only remainsto detail the
corvette. Petrel will goin. Being ashort mission, | do not propose to increase the technica crew. Berths
will befilled by amilitary detachment. Five commandos with sabotage experience and an officer, | leave
that detail to Colond Franklin.

* k x %

Petrel was suddenly full of supercargo. Fletcher Ieft it to Cotgrave to settle them in. On aforty-eight hour
mission there was no problem about permanent quarters, they would get what deep there would bein the
acceleration couches, at battle stations.

Each section had itslay figure cocooned in steely grey, hung about with small arms and miscellaneous
gear like so many tinkers mules.

Their top hand, Abe Carrick, asmall burly type, rounded out like a Michelin tyre man with Lieutenant's,
flashes on his gauntlets said, “ Forget about us, Commander, we're used to waiting. Just get on with the
driving bit and give us a cookhouse call every so often.”

It was anice touch of confidence and Fletcher reckoned it could easily be misplaced.

He had afull hook-up with Europa’s computers and could draw on advice from some of the best
navigatorsin the business; but the problem was the most complex he had ever faced. He had to hit a
tennis court at the bottom of agorge without a proving orbit to line himsalf up and with the pendty for a
near missbeing tota loss of hisship. Fractiond migudgement would impae Petrel on any one of a
collection of needle sharp sparsthat stuck out from the tortured rock in random disarray.

That would mean not only ancther ship written off, but the whole safari blown sky high. Literdly so.
Varley had been explicit on that point. “Onelast thing, Fletcher. If you can't get out, at the right time, that
issx hours after thering is cut, blow the ship. Complete destruction. Not a square centimetre for
identification.”

“Personnd ?’

“What do you think? Where would you go without a ship? Total destruction. I'm sorry; but that's the way
it hasto be”

The Squadron was strung out in line astern, led by Hawk, in so far as direction had meaning in the vacant
interstellar places. Petrel trailed fifty kilometres back, with its navigators running afina check on
cd culations which dlowed no margin for error.

When he was set, Dag Fletcher called Varley on a persona hook up. “Ready to go Admira. Request
permission to detach.”

“Granted, Commander. Remember, you're on your own. We can't pull you out if anything goes wrong.
Officidly | should know nothing about it.”



“I understand.”

“Good luck, I'm sure I've got the right man.”

“Thank you, Admira.”

Petrel arrowed off like apointer in an animated diagram.

Command settled like ashroud over Fletcher. It was once again totaly up to him, without any filter or
intervening agency. Every part of the ship was present asablue print in his head. It was his habit, when
his mind was off load, to run through the modules from thefire turret below the cone to the freight bay
abovethetripod jacks, ticking off personnel, estimating readiness. He had gotten it to afine art with
Terrapin, seeing the ship down to the fine grain finish of the wardroom table.

With Petrel, it was more difficult; but he worked aong to his own cabin with fair success. There,
however, he stuck with a consderable question mark hanging over the area and enough emotiond
overtoneto have him grabbing for the intercom.

Inal the orderly turmoail of coming and going and settling the find details of the assault, nobody had
mentioned Xenia.

Unless Crawford or some other had whipped her out unknown to him, shewas till there, Stting on her
trim, slvery can in exemplary patience.

The command cabin was overfull for private chat and seemed suddenly even more crowded when her
voice came back with bdll-like clarity to theinside of hisvisor, “Harree, I'm tired of looking at these lectle
star maps on your roof. When are you coming to your bed?’

Fletcher dammed arun of figures through his computer. Course changes, timesfor atrip acrossto
Europa. New gart. It was not on. Asit was, he needed every minute to bein the right vector. There was
no tolerance |eft. She would have to stay. It was something €l se to notch up Varley's blood pressure.

Cotgrave was looking his question, as onefish to another in neighbouring tanks. There was, anyway, no
possible chance of conceding even asmall sowaway on afully manned corvette.

Fletcher switched direct to his co-pilot, “We gtill have our spy. She was not transferred to Europa.”

Reaction wasimmediate and one more proof that Cotgrave had identified with him in ateam situation,
“My fault, Commander. | should have fixed that. | got involved settling in the marines. Not to worry. It's
only another forty-eight hoursfor her. She can serve the coffee in the wardroom. Make achange for al
hands.”

“I'm glad you think s0. Stand down for one hour. Minimum movement about the ship. I'll go and tell her
the score.”

Ontheway, he visited every module from the subsidiary command post below the power pack, to the
small gunnery control in the turret where Carrick had made his quarters. It was necessary, but he
wondered how much of it was asmple delaying tactic to keep away from hiscabin.

Findly he knew she had to be faced and when he did back the hatch, he reckoned he had been wasting
histime.

There was anon-military smell of some exotic powder that she had used insde her suit which waslying
over achair ready for ingtant use. She was busy at the small wall mirror dramatising her eye make up,



wearing brief triangular pantsin lime green asabig gesture to the rough military life. But athough as
feminine asagirl could well get there was not an atom of sex tension in the didlectric.

It was amission and there was work to do. Even when she turned to greet him and looked pleased to
see him, there was no erotic overtone about. “ There you are, at last. Don't blame yoursdlf. | wanted to
come and | dedlecberately kept out of the way. | have afeding here—" thistime adelicate finger tapped
her forehead—"that you wed need me on thees affair. We work together like your Charley and Joan.”

“That's as maybe. But right now, if you want to help you can get dressed and go aong to the wardroom.
Likethat you'd disturb the crew's concentration.”

“I know that. Evereebodee eesn't cold and eentedlectual like you Harree. You'll see, | wedll be abeeg
help. A shield for your backside.”

* * * %

Petrel was dropping like asilent sone. FHetcher was a machine, an extension of the eectronic gear that
had lined them up unerringly on the selected target. His voice was metallic as any robot's as he reded off
the last ingtructions, holding back retro until the dark lips of the gorge werefilling the main scanner.

When Engdlsfired hismotorswith areflex that cut every record for the move, the set was bathedin a
brilliant orange that brought up detail in alurid spotlight on aneglected corner of hell.

Petrel checked, in asurge of deceeration that tried to pluck every man out of hisfoam couch. It was
againg al bdlief that the fabric of the ship could take it. Then the hydraulic jacks touched down for afull
due and she was trying and failing to bounce hersdf out again.

Red lights flickered across the screen and a raucous hooter began to sound. Grey coolant streamed past
the vision ports and blanked the scanner.

Cotgrave said, “ Damage report.”
Bennett said, “ Freight bay. Pierced by a spar. Collison bulkhead closed.”

Petrel seadied, flexed dowly to full height with a screech of tortured metd that vibrated through every
module, and was dill. It was over. They were down. Whether they would ever lift off again was another
matter.

Fletcher said, “Thank you, dl hands. Secure the ship. Repair party outside. Mr. Bennett break out the
patrol car.”

Heat gauges depressed by the coolant started to climb again.

Hocker, recording for the log, waslooking at them in open disgust, he said, “Christ. Only look at that.
Sixty-nine Celsus and still going up. Well fry out there.”

Chapter Seven

Dawn, on the desert side of Garamas, was not held back by any landscape feature. It flooded in a
quick-moving, yellow-ochretide over flat reaches of dung-hued gravel from acircular horizon.

Six men, close packed in Petrel's scout car, watched its progress on the miniature scanner, until it lipped
the gorge and declared itsdlf asif alight had been switched on in the plexiglass dome.

Half akilometre ahead, the flyover for the cable was out of direct vison round atwist.



Bennett, in the pilot dot, had brought them down on adab that angled out twenty metres below the
jagged edge and Fetcher reckoned that with the shifting iridescent colours of the dab top as aback cloth
the micro-grooving on the hull would be camoutflage enough, unless some ashestos mountaineer actudly
tried to tap in a piton.

There was not likely to be one. Externd heat gauges were in the red quadrant a seventy Celsius and the
indicator for extra-vehicular activity was reading amaximum of fifteen minutes.

Abe Carrick, hunched phlegmatically in his gear, stirred himself to say, “Y ou'll have to take us nearer
Commander. If there's a blockhouse, we could be ten minutes getting inside. That leaves ten minutesto
work dong the cliff. Not on.”

That was not the only reason it had to be quick. Any local commander finding himsalf under attack would
send out areport to Kristinobyl with a description of the attacking party. Pictures even. Although 1.G.O.
flashes had been taped over, there would be no difficulty in identifying the gear as point-of-origin Earth
planet.

Fletcher said, “ Timing hasto beright. They'll expect therdief. It'sthe only chance of getting insde
without sending up an darm. Well take alook at the ground. Then well get somerest. Mr. Carrick with
me. Mr. Bennett take charge here. Radio silence. Minimum movement.”

There was no atmosphere lock on the small car and agust of furnace hegt beat in as the hatch went
back. Out on the dab, they could fed the heat of the rock even through the thick, insulating foam pads of
their inner soles,

Carrick reached the cliff face and worked aong the dab looking up at the overhang. Half ametre from
the edge, he found what he wanted and stood fast, feet, astride, swinging agrapnd.

It went up sure and true into a custom-built V and he leaned his weight on the line until the tines bit and
held. Then he dewed round his harness until the power pack on hisback was a his chest. He fed the
rope to the take-off spindle and thumbed down the switch. Fending off with hisfeet, he appeared to walk
up thewall.

There was a pause at the top, as he checked the desert for movement, then the line snaked down and
Fletcher hooked himsdlf on.

When they were both standing on the edge, Fletcher checked histime disk. Four minutes out of their
fifteen. Also, a midday it would be hotter and suit limits might fal to twelve or less.

They went on in silence, two apocayptic figures, moving in asurredist waste land. Seen close, therewas
more evidence that alarge settlement had once been built in the area. Mounds and tumbled stones,
marks of foundation trenches; it added another dimension to the desolation.

Five minutes covered adirect line from their point of entry to where the cable should be, crossing the
oblong promontory which jutted into the gorge and hid the car and the blockhouse.

For the last twenty metres, they went aong on hands and knees, zig-zagging between low banks of
cover, in case any roving periscope should make a periodic sweep of the outback.

At the edge, there was a change in texture that spelt out the deliberate work of man. Smooth ashlar, fine
stone that had been imported to the Site, capped the edge for four metres.

They were directly above the cable.



Seeing it from the ground, the carrying structure was huge, an engineering marvel for any placeinthe
gaaxy. Hereit bludgeoned the mind.

They lay flat, heads over the cornice, suit gear working at overload to clear sweet that ran down their
faces like awet mask.

Fletcher took another look at histime disk. Ten minutes on the nose. Already past time to head back.

A vibration from below, communicated through the sone and dl the insulating layers and he held on to
see what was to come.

It was the maintenance trolley. Straddling the cable and running on rail guides set in the supersiructure, it
trundled out from its housing in the diff face.

Tubular half-hoops began to spray fine jets that shrouded the cable in white, glistening mist asit moved
adong.

Hetcher gauged distance to the nearest pillar support feature and began to count. At that rate it would
reach the centre span in five minutes. Twenty for the whole operation.

It was astatistic to carry away and work on.

He crawled to the right hand edge of the paved areaand looked over. A steep ramp, ribbed with
footholds had been cut into the rock and led down to the level of the cable. That wastheway in. But it
could only be taken dowly. If there were viewing ports on that side, nobody could reach the entry hatch,
without setting himself up asaplumb target.

Carrick wastapping hisvisor, holding hiswrist up and pointing to histime disk in aclear mime.
Hetcher nodded and they started back.

Alone, he knew he would not have made it. The spectacle of the man-made bridge crossing the gorge
would have held him againg himself. Asit was, he carried the picture like aglowing e deticimagein his
mind's eye. Ashominoid, he had to be proud of a speciesthat could build like that. It was an enduring
triumph for homo sapiens, who had taken and tamed atotally hostile piece of hisenvironment. It forced
aregppraisa of the Garamasians. Whatever aspects of the socid scene were out of key with hisown
way of life, here was vison and courage and achievement that nobody could fault.

It went againgt the grain to be the one who had to destroy it. Eveniif it waslikely to be done at the cost of
hisown life. Worse than that, he had put in the boot himself, giving theideato Duvorac. He had | eft the
whole crew mobilized to repair Petrel, but God knew what damage they would find when they eased the
rock splinter out of her hull.

Both problems were going in awhedling cyclein his head and he checked his heat gauge. After itslong
session in the red quadrant, the needle had swung definitively to NON OP. There was only thetimeiit
would take for the fabric to warm through by smple conduction.

Carrick lowered him down the cleft on afriction drag and followed on adouble line. With the whole set
in ared haze seen through streaming sweat and a clouded visor FHetcher orientated on the shuttle and
forced his body to move. Half way up the dab he stopped, hit by anew idea. He could veer off, walk
over the edge, duck the choice and end dl such confrontations once and for ever. He could imagine
himsdlf floating down into oblivion. The bridge would remain. Or at least some other hand than hisown
would destroy it. He stood till, moving his head |eft and right, hest filling hiseyesand hisbrain and his
chest in asuffocating cloud.



Xeniasvoice, spesking from insde his head, like acommentary from aburning bush, moved him
forward. She was standing in hishead, asmall, slver figurine arms stretched out in welcome, holding, of
al thing abronze, lighted Aladdin's lamp in her left hand. He tried to reach her and she remained the
same distance away. She was saying something that he could not quite catch and he said, “What isit?

Say agan?’
Bennett said, “Easy, Commander, easy. It'sokay. Y ou're home and dry.”
Fletcher said thickly, “Where's Carrick?’

Answering for himsdlf, Carrick said, “Here Commander. | guess | was lucky, my suit kept operationa
right to the door, but the air conditioner's awrite-off. Now we know for afact what the toleranceis. We
have five hoursto deadline. Take aspell before we work something out.”

* * * %

Xenia, concentrating to project hersalf at adistance, judged she had let Hocker get too close. She had
heard the hatch dide avay and home again and knew who had come into the cabin; but she had
remained stone still, orientated to face towards the distant car, hands outstretched.

Other than the fact that her hands were empty, she was as Hetcher had seen her, ataut, silvery nude,
who could have modelled for Blake at the centre of a sunburst.

After three sessons with the repair gang, psychic phenomenawere lost on Hocker. He had ashrewd
ideathat the mission had struck aterminal phase and was dl set to gather what flowers of today were
within reach.

Hot breath was riffling the hair on her ngpe and his hands had homed on her shoulders before she
moved.

Space crew reaction times had to be fast, but Hocker was Ieft with his hands sawing foolishly on air.
Then she was back, thistime with adender knife lunged like afencer'sfoil at his Adam's apple.

There was nothing to mistake ether in the blazing green eyes. Nothing could make Xenialook ugly; but it
was the expression on her face rather than the needle prick of the point that sent him back until his
shoulders fetched up againgt the hatch.

Therewas only margina satisfaction to be had in what she said, fairly spitting it out, so that he could fed
theair on hisface, “'Y our commandaire ees een trouble. | try to help heem. Eef hedies| wed| kedl you
for asuretheeng. Get out. Tell the captain, | am coming to see heem.”

With the hatch between them, Hocker felt the reaction. He was afool to be so easy. He had moved
automatically down the companion and stopped dead, debating whether or not to go back. She had
gotten the upper hand by surprise, Knowing what to expect, he could watch out for that knife. Givethe
tramp athorough going over. It would add to the pleasure that she was Fletcher's apple.

He hesitated, held between stimuli like Pavlov's dog. He unbuckled the heavy equipment belt from his
inner suit and weighed it judicioudy. A tannoy overhead solved hisdilemma

Cotgrave'svoice sad, “All hands assemble in the Command cabin.”

When hereached it, taking histime, there was afull house. Cotgrave swinging dowly on the command
idand turned to watch him in and said with unusud sarcasm, “ That's nice, Dave. I'm glad you could see
your way to join us. Maybe your brilliant engineer's mind will throw light on our problem.” Thick-skinned
though he was, Hocker recognized that silence was the better part. But it gave him another chip to carry.



He edged round to the power desk and took his own seat, next to Engels. He felt no better when Xenia
followed in. She had shrugged on a set of white overalsturned up at wrists and ankles and picked her
way through the press to Fletcher's vacant seat as though by right.

Cotgrave said, “ Y ou've al had a stint working outside and you know the damage. | believe we can't do
the repair that hasto be donein time for lift off at eighteen hundred. With radio silence on, | can't reach
Commander Fetcher. Once he blows the cable, the balloon will go up. | want your judgement. We have
nine hours. | want usal to know what were up against. Power One?’

Engels shifted uneasily in the spotlight. He was il in his space gear with the visor hinged back. He had
just comein and it was hisreport that had moved Cotgrave to take time off for aconference.

“Therésatwo-metre tear in the freight bay. That, you'll al have seen. The spar camein and went out
again at an angle through the outer skin. If it had come straight up, | guess we wouldn't be here arguing
the toss. Replacing the floor of the bay is straightforward. We can do that. But the sSide panel’'s serioudy
weakened. It'sastressed job. It held up aswe camein; but it bears mgjor load at blast-off. | couldn't
guarantee that we'd take her up. That side could open like atin can and rip right dong. It ought to come
out. Spliceinafreshrib.”

“Canyoudoit?

“Surel candoit. But it takestime. A base depot would want twenty four hours.”

“What would you want?’

“Nothing less. Maybe more—when | have the section out and get aclear look at it.”
Cotgrave said, “Fair enough. I'll endorse that. Communications. What's the score for you?’

Johnson exchanged glances with Ledsham and got a brief nod. They were two of akind. Taciturn to the
point of being surly, in spite of their professiond trade as communicators. There was even agood dedl of
physica smilarity, both being short and dark with neat sdeburns, though Johnson, senior by fifteen years
had avivid patch of white hair over hisleft temple. He said, “No problem, Captain. Some gear down
thereis shot. But nothing vital. As soon asthe new pand'sin, we can wire up what we need in thirty
minutes”

Being anavigator himsdf, Cotgrave had |eft that section to thelast. He knew basicaly what Suman
would haveto say, but he asked, anyway, for the record.

Number two in the section, Suman had not previoudy spoken for navigation in a conference. Next to
Hocker, he was the youngest crewman, thin and lanky with along face and awedge of brown hair faling
over hisforehead. He shifted it with hisleft hand, cleared histhroat and started too loud, so that hisvoice
fairly echoed round the cabin.

“No damage to the trim, Captain. I'd have to weigh up when the new material’sin place. Theréd bea
correction to be fed in to the computer. Idedly there should be aflight trial. An error of point one of one
per cent could take her into the cliff. But | guesswe could do it.”

Cotgrave pivoted dowly on his chair and looked at them al. He knew the deadline and suspected that
Fletcher had fall-back orders. He even had asuspicion of what they were. But asfar ashewas
concerned, he had to go ahead as though thiswas aroutine repair job. He said, “ Thereit is, then. Wedl
know what we have to do. Next team out in five minutes. Get as much rest asyou can, when you come
in. By thetime, the Commander gets back, | want the damaged section stripped out ready for rebuilding.



Okay?”
Asthe crew filed out he met Xenias eye and the doubt at the back of his mind turned to certainty.

When they were done, she put awarm hand on hisarm and said, “Nevairetheless, Captain, you are
right. We must go on as eef eet ees posseeble.”

* * * %

Early in hisoffice, at penthouse leve in the security tower, Pedasun spent time at along observation
window, looking out over Kristinobyl.

In some sensg, it was more his city than the government's.

In hismind's eye, he could see the strands of his power going out like invisiblelines of forceto every
precinct. Hewaswdl placed to make akilling. Once the Situation wasfluid, his own organization would
be the only oneto remain intact, on anationwide basis. All his main subordinates were hand picked.
Therewould be no fifth column to watch.

Neverthel ess, he was not wholly at ease. There was something that did not add up about the sudden
withdrawa of thel.G.O. corvette. Duvorac was no fool. He did nothing without a reason.

But the political balance wastoo ddicate for direct intervention. There was no getting round that key
proposition.

Heflipped the side of histhigh with his stick. Whatever the old green frog got up to, would betoo late.
He gravitated to his personal console, awal-to-wall job, with an inset map of Garamas glowing on the
three-metre screen. Pat on cue, acall sgn bleeped from the tannoy and awaiting signal—the interlaced

rings of Garamas with military insgniaas an overlay—filled the scanner. He said, “Ring of Conquest” and
knew that the distant receptor would identify hisvoice and clear the channdl.

There was no picture and he needed none. Hablon's voice was unmistakable.
“l am at Vechanos. All groups are ready. What isthe Situation there?’

“There are enough transmittersin place to cover the area. Every mgor city hasits network. In one hour
we shall begin broadcasts. Thistimetherewill beriotsal over the city. We shdl be in apostion to make
arrestswhere we like under cover of restoring public order. By thistime tomorrow, the government will
be completely discredited. Then we can spread theideathat only martial law can keep the peace. You
will be ready to fly in with your staff and the units you have already contacted.”

“That isvery good. | shal not forget your co-operation. Keep in touch on the hour. Garamas for
Garames.”

“Ring of Conquest.”

It was aswell that there were no pictures. Even with the long start on dead-pan ambience, given by the
Garamadan face, Hablon might have been uneasy.

When the screen blanked, Pedasun was saying softly to himsdlf, “ Co-operation. Y ou say co-operation.
Y ou dumb ox, you wouldn't set out a box of toy soldierswithout help. I'll co-operate until you do your
job. Then watch out Hablon. I'll give you three weeks.”

Still gitting at the desk, he took asmall silver key from afob pocket. Below the presentation tray, adeep



oblong drawer pushed itsalf out and avideo on a square cradle came up from the cavity.

Thistime, hetraded pictures and his own miniature screen glowed with an image that few would want in
acameo. It was the Scotian who had been spokesman at Hablon'slocal conference. Pedasun named his
name as though he knew it well. “ Commander Toron. | have issued passesfor your crews. They will be
taken out to your shipsin security cars. Y ou know what to do.”

Toron's mouth moved and the trandator trailed by two secondsin giving thetext. “I understand, Colonel.
We have had enough waiting. |dmon will remaininthe port. | mysdf will take Alope out and maintain a
parking orbit above Kristinobyl. No I.G.O. craft will land without your approva.”

“Good. Thisisapersona arrangement. Take orders only from me. It may be that otherswill try to move
you out of station. But only my direct voice on thisfrequency isofficid. O.G.A. recognize me asthe
negotiator for Garamas.”

“That isunderstood.”

Pedasun cleared the link and selected another. Thistime the face on the screen was Laodamian, a
farouche job with alow, doping forehead that might have belonged to a space ape, except for the
eyes-which werelarge and full of intelligence. He said, “Full coverage. As of now. Put out the
programmesin sequence; but repeat the antl—I.G.O. loop every other one. Except in the Polytech area.
There, | want them brought out on the streetsin amob.”

The Laodamian grinned showing afine set of canines. He looked as though he had been given amesty
bone.

When the screen was clear, Pedasun looked &t it in silence. That was another thing. He had no liking for
hisadlies. What they could do for him, they could do for somebody else. As soon as he was s&t, he
would have them out of it. It was no accident that the revol ution's watchword was “ Garamas for
Garamas.” It embodied a degp-seated element in the nationd character. In spite of the years of operating
aneutrd entrepot, they would prefer to be left alone with their own destiny.

He spent the next hour leafing through the detail of the Putsch. Reports began to filter in. He had said
that he would not take any outside cals and monitored a conversation between Duvorac and hisown
control room in which the commissar was trying to establish who had given permission for a Scotian
frigate to blast off.

It was early for chief officiasto be at their desksin Government House. No doubt Duvorac had tried
therefirst and found no answer. That was not surprising. Whoever was there would be equaly baffled by
it.

At 1138 hoursthefirst call that meant persond involvement camein. The precinct security headquarters,
which took care of the Polytech area, reported that thousands of students had |eft the campus and were
assembling on apublic square.

He rang through to his adjutant, “ Four riot cars, ahundred specids. | want every man in standard riot
gear dressed as government police. Flashes covered. Wait for me at the porch.” Thiswas something he
would enjoy. Liberas were adisease in the body politic. Thistime, he would have them where nobody
could protect them. Those that were |eft, when their riotous assembly had been put down.

* k k %

Insde the Polytech it had started dowly. When the firgt transmissions of sublimina suggestion started up
there were not many students about. Those that had arrived early at culture's coal face werethe



dedicated researchers who had a problem to solve and had settled in at study a covesto hear theword
from selected tapes.

Minds on load were not so eadlly infiltrated. But the persstent message worked itsway in at every partiad
loss of concentration.

Y ola, who had time to make up, found hersdlf taking a second run through asmall jewe on factor
andysisand put it down to too many extra-curricular activities. She found hersdf thinking about the
Earthman Fletcher. How far was he to be trusted?

Evenin thematter of bringing agift, he had shown how little he understood the Garamasian customs. By
accepting it, she had virtualy agreed to apairing proposdl. If he could be so insensitive in that area, what
reason was there to expect that anything he did could come from areal knowledge of Garamasian
needs? Fear the Greeks bearing gifts was an ancient warning from his own planet's collection of wise
saws. And that would include any importation from an dien culture. It wastime to speak up for
Garameas.

She shook her head and restarted the tape. “ The mathematical analysis of the factors determining
performance in a series of operations can be approached by...” God, even the preamble was making no
kind of sense. They ought to be out in the streets, people acting rather than people thinking. She stubbed
the pause button. Restlessness was growing o that she could not st still. Without any clear ideaof where
shewould go, she stood up and walked quickly out of the booth.

Others had done the same. Smal groups formed and drifted aimlessy out into the circulation spaces.

A muted pinger on high C started up to signa thefirst lectures of the day; but there was no move to enter
the theatres. Newcomers were not entering the tower blocks at all and those aready inside went out to
meet them.

All over the campus instant demagogues had set themselves up on any handy feature and were
addressing packed mestings.

Y olarecognized Termeron standing on the centre plinth of afountain, hair glistening with spray, holding
on with one hand and making lavish gestures with the other. As she pushed near enough to hear what he
was saying, therewas aloud yell of assent from the auditorium.

If she had been free to evaluate it, she would have heard the hysteriain it. But no longer afree agent, she
responded as though to alogica proof. Whatever he had said wasright.

Even when she got within earshot and listened to a polemic, knocking every principle she had ever held,
shewent dlong with it with shining eyes. It was areveation. It wastheir duty to givethe hoi polloi alead.
The present liberal government had been and was adisaster. Only areversion to traditiond Garamasian
vaueswould give the planet its soul back. Out with dl the foreign devils. Garamasfor Garamas.

The Laodamian broadcaster dlowed sometimefor the ideas to ferment, using subtle reinforcement that
seemed to be supplied from within the group itself. Then he began to feed in the new thought of amove
into the streets.

When the moment came, there were five thousand students packed in the open spaces between the
towers and they flowed out into the gpproach trunk fifteen abreast, armslinked, stamping in rhythm,
shouting every third step “ Garamas for Garamas.”

Y olawent dong in the middle of the crowd, carried dong physicaly and mentaly by the mass. Asthe



leading files debauched into Crotopus Square there was amomentary dackening of tenson asif the
close, containing pressure had come off.

The Laodamian manipulator was watching the scene, judging whether the demo had enough head of
steam to be self energizing and had cut histransmission to an empty carrier wave merely giving generd
gimulation.

Recall sounded awarning, she knew what had happened. They had al been tricked. Even those who
knew about the mind-bending transmitters. Unlessthat was dl an invention of Fletcher's. Could it be that
he had given them that handout to make them disbelieve what their own minds told them was best for
Garamas?

But that wastoo clever, even for an Earthman. She saw Termeron up ahead and began to fight her way
towards him. Maybe between them they could sort it out. In any case, he should be warned.

Y oungsters on the edge of the crowd had begun pulling up paving tiles and were pitching them through
the lower windows of the tower blocks that bounded the square. Noise was notching up into afrenetic
clamour.

Twenty metres off, she saw Termeron through arandom gap in the mob that now seemed to be dowly
gyrating round its centre. Before it closed and she was forced further away, she saw hisface-pae,
serious, troubled. He knew. She began shouting, “ Stop. Listen.” Beating around at every handy chest
with clenched fists like a Raggedy-Ann doll gone berserk. But it was onethin, etiolated strand in a
growing cataract of random din, that was findly drowned out by the howl that went up when four
government shuttles dived in from every quarter, sporaying afine green mist of choking gas, to clear
themselves a space to land.

Watching for the right second, the Laodamian boosted his prepared anti-government dogans so that the
troops, spilling out of the cars with oblong shields up to their brows met a blind charge that surged over
those who were crawling about the tesserae with streaming eyes.

Still holding on to asagging intuition that there was something rotten in the Sete, Y olaregistered that
every last one of the new arrivals was wearing shiny ear cuffs below the white domed crash hdmets. It
wasthe final and irrevocable proof. They carried persona screening against whatever wasin the air.

Another thought struck and stopped her dead in her tracks, oblivious of the surge of movement that |eft
her isolated except for certain still figureswho were totaly out of programme. Whoever had sent in the
marines, knew al about it. Not the government itself then, or they could have attacked the broadcasts at
source. It was acomplex, double manoeuvre, more sinister than aplain issue of keeping public order.

She was il trying to work it out when two specia's appeared on either side and grabbed her arms. No
solution had come up when she was pitched to the floor of a shuttle and the door dammed at her back.

* * * %

Petrel's scout car hovered like adragonfly under the rim of the ravine ahundred metres from the
blockhouse.

Outcrops of multi-hued spars screened them from its dab side; but Fletcher had banked heavily on the
heet factor. Insulation would be vita for long-term occupation. There would be no point in making
observation ports on asde which was unassailable. Working in fifty metre stints he had crept dong the
cliff face with long stops wherever there was room to put down the skids.

Now he was watching the scanner which gave them a half-moon picture of the apron above the post.



Anytime now therdlief shuttle should be comingin.

Heat had stabilized at seventy-three Celsius, with hotter gusts rising from the bottom of the pit where
angled mirror surfaces made pockets of therma agitation.

Half the car's power pack was committed to fighting arearguard. They were out on atechnologica limb
with no fallback. Even the phlegmatic Carrick was getting edgy and tapping the buckle of hisharnesswith
ahorny thumb.

When it came, action transformed the set. From an empty quarter where only afool would chooseto be,
they were part of an inhabited land as though the grey shuttle which whipped onto the screen and
touched down on the ashlar strip was connected to Vel chanos by a glowing streamer.

It was dtill flexing on its skids as Fletcher said, “Now.” Bennett cut refrigeration and gunned for acrash
climb. The car bucked out of the gorge asif booted in the belly by agigantic toe.

Fletcher had the firing grip of the laser tube that ran the whole length of the car's axis and shut hismind to
the sure knowledge that what he had to do was an act of war, which, if it was less than a hundred per
cent successful, could embroil the galaxy. He said,  Right dong the spine,” and they went down likea
maosquito homing on a succulent flank.

Chapter Eight

Bdatedly two guards spilled from the Garamasi an transport, both in clumsy refrigeration geer likea
collection of articulated boxes.

It was a pantomime sequence as they clumped around in dow motion trying to sort out who was doing
them wrong. Then one saw the car and ponderoudy lifted amachine carbine that sent up alazy line of
tracer.

Hammer blows crossed the underbelly of the car in asingle lucky strike, then the laser was breaking up
the shuttle. It appeared to fold in on itsdlf, before it opened like avermilion flower edged in black
smoke.

A smdll plosive thud hit the car and lifted it ten metres with Bennett fighting for control. WWhen he brought
them round for asecond run, it was dl over, smouldering debris was scattered for a hundred metres and
the two guards had disappeared.

Carrick said, “Blown over the top, by god.”

Face set, Fletcher said, “ That's a pity. We could have used those suits. Now we haveto do it the hard
way.”

Bennett had them down in aneat landing, ametre from the rim and they baled out into furnace hest.
Phase one was Carrick's and he led his three marines, Adams, Curtiss and Powell for the edge of the

paved strip a a shambling trot. They went down on one knee in unison, a grotesque chorusline and used
vibratorsto dice out holdfasts. Then they hooked in claw grabs and dithered backwards over the drop.

Fletcher, pulling againgt the tension of the car's spring-loaded hoist line leaned out with his hedl's chocked
on therim and had abird's eye view of the action. The four marines hit the surface of the ramp fifteen
metres bel ow, checked for two seconds to cast off and draw bulbous blasters, and dipped out of sight
under the overhang in aclassic reversal of the Indian ropetrick.

Fletcher sgnalled for down and Bennett lowered away. As hisfeet came clear of thewall, nervous



reaction cramped his digphragm. The whole scene could have been watched from inside the blockhouse.
Even now, very now, Carrick and the others could be charred cadavers and the marksman was drawing
abead on his descending crotch. Hewas afool to think they could do it thisway. A cosmic blunderer,
whose anonymous hand was destined to set the Galaxy ablaze.

A heavy body brushed againgt his dangling legs and for a nanosecond he believed it was a shot striking
home. But it was Adams, Carrick's Number Two on the stick, on asearch ploy that became plain as
soon as he could see.

The ramp ran down for another five metres and stopped dead at ablank wall.

Insulation had been the over-riding factor even here. Not only was there no observation port, there was
no visible entrance.

Fletcher unhooked his toggle and went forward to where Carrick was running gauntlet hands over the
smooth stone face. Already the suits were fighting arearguard againgt heet. Swest running into his eyes,
Hetcher plugged awandering lead into Carrick's chest console and hissed, “ There hasto beaway in.
Some kind of recessed lever.”

“Adamsis checking the dopefor that thing.”

Behind thiswall, they could be talking to Vel chanos, drumming up a support column. Passing on pictures
that would identify Petrel's car. He could betoo late.

Carrick stumbled on it, banging the toe of aclumsy boot on asix centimetre sub amost flush with the
rock face where the blockhouse melded into the side of the gorge. He knelt down on al foursto get the
full view in direct vision through his visor. Then he squatted back on his hedslike ahound dog.

Hetcher mimed urgently for him to shoveit over and they lined up facing the blank, grey wal, blasters
trained waist high.

When the opening appeared, Fetcher was not immediately aware of it. By instinct, he had expected it to
bein the centre, but it wasfar |€eft, againgt the wal of the cliff, alow, narrow dit rictly for one-at-a-time
entry, ablue painted culvert into the thickness of theinsulation.

Carrick, nearest the Site, was moving before the opening was fully made. His bulky figure plugged the
gap from edge to edge. A defender could not miss.

Dag Fletcher was working out how they would proceed. Fire cover and movement. Drag the body clear.
Work on until somebody succeeded in getting to the centre. Anyone could do thejob. They had
discussed it in fine detail in the hours of waiting. Nevertheless there was no hesitation when he shoved
Adams asde and ducked into the tunndl.

Almost at once, there was abonusin heeat loss. He could fedl the sweat cool on hisface asthe
recirculating gear dried it out. Up ahead, Carrick was plodding forward, until he disappeared round a
right angleturn.

There was the impression of acool spacious chamber, asthough deep in anatura cave. Through along
horizontal dit of window, glazed in great depth, there was amagnified panoramic view of the gorge and
thefirst features of the flyover.

Carrick had thrown every atom of muscular drive into asprint that had taken him to the centre of the
room and was sawing around for atarget. Fletcher was out with his back to the near wall followed by
Adams and Curtiss. Powell having stopped back to close the hatch was ten seconds late and found them



set up asatableau to spell out surprise, surprise.
The place was empty.

Carrick checked the air and found it good. Suit gauges had plummeted to twenty Celsius. He tipped
back hisvisor and stuck up both thumbs in confirmation.

Adamsrevealed as a bullet-headed youngster with athin scar down hisleft cheek said, “What'sthe
angle, chief? | thought there was supposed to be goonsin here.”

Carrick said, “Don't be disappointed, Rod. Therell he other ways of breaking your fool neck. | reckon
intelligence got it al wrong. Not for thefirst time. Therésadaily inspection vist. Some myopic agent put
it down to apersonnel switch. But what the hell. It'sfully automated. All it needsisapat on the can at the
right time which does nothing but good.”

Over by the computer spread which filled the rear wall edge-to-edge, Fletcher thought it was alittle hard
that he should have drawn aVaudeville duo in life'sottery and broke it up with acal for action.

Hesaid, “All right. Soit'sabonus. Powell, up top and bring down a half dozen limpets. All hands search
around for a hatch to get below. Every oncein awhilethat paint howdah will haveto be given amanud
check out. And Powell, tell Bennett to bring the car onto the ramp. He can clear away your securing lines
while heswaiting.”

In the event, he found the floor opening himself in afadt, totaly concentrated survey of the control panels.
Ingtructions were in Garamasian, but pictograph insets gave alead to the main functions. He spun awhedl
rheostat and a section of floor began to dip.

Adams, who was currently crawling over it on hands and knees, looking for atell tale crack inthe
parquet, scored high on reaction time by grabbing for asolid edge and holding on.

Carrick said, “You found it Rod. Good, good, keep it marked,” and ignored the long string of profanity
that came from the hanging man.

A fresh smell of paint welled up from the hole and a courtesy light, that must have gone on asthe floor
opened, reveded along workshop with the paint sprayer itself stlanding ready on pardld rails.

Adamslooked down and dropped a metre to the deck, standing between the hoops. He called up,
“Neat. Very neat. Two linear motorsto shift it dong, paint pumped to the hoops from areservoir. Should
be onein every home. Outer wall swings back to let it out. Don't for godsake monkey with any
switchgear till | get out of here.”

Carrick said, “What | like to seeis akeen man. Just button up, Rod and wélll give you arun out. When it
stops, get on the parapet and excavate asite for the limpets. Y ou'll be breaking new ground.”

Adamslooked up without any pleasure at the four faces poked over the well head. He said, “You look a
right lot of zombies up there. | reckon I'm safer by mysdlf.”

He sedled up and lay flat on the support lattice which linked the outside of the hoops, with Fletcher at the
console and conscious that he was aready two minutes past his midday deadline.

Thefloor rose and locked. A vibration underfoot marked the ponderous shift of the outer door. Powell,
at thewindow called out, “ There he goes. The White Ragjah, by god.”

Once clear of the exit, Adams had shifted round to Sit cross-legged on the top of his excursion module.



All he lacked was an € ephant gun.

Shut down of the paint spray function might exist, but the control eluded Hetcher. He could and did
accel erate the linear motors to atop speed of twenty kilometresin the hour, which whipped Adamsto
the centre span in under three minutes, but atomised paint, driven with tremendous penetrative force
curtained the moving hoopsin awhite mist.

Adamss suit had turned from silver grey to a dazzling white cargpace and they saw his movements were
dowed up when the platform stopped and he climbed out on to the carrying structure of the cable itsalf.

Minutes dragged by. Even Carrick said, “The crazy bastard. Helll run it too fine. Burn himself to acrisp.
He must be trying to shear through it by hand.”

Then the distant figure raised awhite arm and swung back onto the paint Sprayer.

Hetcher whipped him back and Carrick was fairly hopping with impatience to get below and dropped as
soon as the gap was big enough to squeeze through.

Adams had not moved. Reflex action had kept his grip, but he was unconscious.

Fletcher had dropped after Carrick and went straight to the supply racks. Drums of paint and, at the end,
what he knew must be provided for periodic flushings of the gear, carboys of clear solvent with a
mechanical pump and spray. He duiced down the snowman and Adams did free off the hoops, turning
sted grey under the stream.

Carrick had his visor back and was dapping his cheeks, “Come on Rod, snap out of it. You can deepin
your bed.” Eyes opened one at atime, focused briefly and closed again. Adams said, “Why didn't we
bring that Fingalnan bint aong to play nurse. It'sal set. You can haveit.”

Powell had found and activated atel escopic duralumin ladder and Adams climbed into the control room.
Curtiss handed down six, blue-black hemisphere limpets and Carrick hung them round hisbelt. He said
formaly, “All set, Commander, make it asfast asyou like”

Up above, acaling blegp sounded out and Curtiss said urgently, “ Call from Ve chanos, chief. | guessthat
patrol should signa when they arrive. Somebody getting anxious.”

Hetcher spun the rheostat and the floor closed. Now he was familiar with the gear and Carrick fairly shot
into vison like an eectric hare.

With the insstent nag of the cal as abackground, the time seemed longer; but the chronometer denied it.
When they saw him sgnd for in, he had chopped two minutes off Adams' time.

When they washed him off the cradle and got his dome off, hewas till hot to the touch and spent a half
minute bresthing the coodl air asif it was spiced with dl the perfumes of Arabia Finaly he asked thickly,
“Will somebody tell me how the goons built it? 1 don't reckon anybody can work out there for more than
five minutes. They'll never repair it and that'safact.”

It wasfair comment. Last out of the control room, Fetcher looked round the orderly installation and felt
like ahomicide. Thiswasthe summit of technica development for this planet and amgjor achievement
for men anywhere in the Gaaxy. He was setting back the clock and no one knew how it would turn out.

Therewas no comfort in telling himsalf that he was aman under orders and that he was on the sde of the
righteous.



What was right? Only conditioning over the years had given him one set of atitudes. A different
environment would have given him another.

In the end, therewas only yourself and afeding for the truth, which ran like acarrier wave underneath dl
the snatches of argument. There was a purpose abroad that could be recognized, in moments of insight,
as stlemming from a source which was good. 1.G.O. wastuned in to it more or less. Unless he was
deluded into sdlf-grandeur he had to accept that. He was not the only mora man in the universe.

They were dl waiting in the car and he said, “ Take her to a hundred metres. Be ready to ride out the
blast.”

It was ten minutes after the meridian when he said, “Hold it there,” and switched in the beam that would
detonate the limpets.

After ten seconds, Bennett, reading hismind, said hurriedly, “1t's going out, Commander. Full power.
Every rdlay must be hammered.”

Fletcher said, “Keep trying Number One,” and set himself to analyse the operation from the beginning.

He had primed the limpets himself. They had to beright. In any case every one of six could not have
developed afault. There was some factor he had overlooked. Not hest. He hefted a spare from the rack
and looked at it. Marked for use up to two hundred Celsius. It was hot out there, but not so hot.

Then he waslooking at the stub lever which was brought through to the outside of the case for
exceptiona use by amechanica trip wire. Carrick would have given that clearance to move when the
relay tripped and released the trigger.

He saw Carrick in hismind's eye raising awhite arm to be run back. That wasit. Paint. Paint had run
down the case and gummed up the release. Anybody trying to shift it would go up with the cable. There
was no way of defusing the bomb once the relay had tripped.

They were dl looking a him and hefollowed the old military precept of giving an order when in doulbt,
any order being better than none. He said, “Back to the ramp, Number One. There are more ways of
killing apig than drowning it in cream.”

Inside the blockhouse, the call signd had stopped and Fetcher had silence for his manoeuvres. It made
the weight of atention more difficult to bear. They were dl looking at him asthough he wasfollowing a
prearranged plan and nobody wanted to be rated as stupid for asking what it was.

It cameto him fully formed as he dropped into the paint bay and it could have been a persond pay-off
for humility and putting confidence in the system.

He said, asthough he had gone there to do that thing, “ Drain the paint tanks. Fill up with solvent. |
reckon the triggers have stuck. Well run the trolley out and park it over the centre span. Asit empties, it
should wash the casing clear.”

It was only when he had the howdah in place and was lumbering out through the tunndl, that he
recognized there was no time limit on thisfuse. It could blow as he reached the door and take them into
the gorge before the car could lift away.

The same thought was in Bennett's mind and he was gunning for a crash climb with Adams and Carrick
gtill heaving Fletcher over the coaming of the hatch.

The car crawled for height like acrab, listing to port with haf its human load in astruggling mass against



the bulkhead.

They had the hatch closed and Fetcher hurled himsdf into his bucket seat. Now he could see between
his knees through the observation pane in the deck. Thetrolley was till in place and under the
concentrated flow of solvent, the cable was showing black as layers of white paint washed away.

Hefound himsdlf willing it to happen, visuaizing the mechanism of the limpetsasif he could bresk thelast
resisting thread by psychokinetic force alone.

When it happened, his mind came off load asthough it had suffered apardle ruptureinitscircuitry and
for acount of three he saw only aflare of brilliant, multicoloured light. Then even through the car's
acoudtic shell and the protective gear he heard a high-pitched scream rising and cutting out as it passed
beyond audio frequency.

Eyesfocusing again and bracing himsdlf, asthe car rocked in aforce nine gae with dust and small trash
hammering a itshull, he saw every did on the console going in acrazy spin.

Carrick, breaking radio silence, was broadcasting on his externa speaker in acrackle of gatic. “Holy
cow. Only look at that.”

For ahundred metres from the point of fracture, the huge tube, glowing with an intense cobat nimbus,
had peded free from its supporting viaduct.

On the near side, freak force had thrown the broken end down and an eye-aching arc was spitting into
the floor of the gorge, turning the impact siteinto ingtant lava. Thefar end reared up, an immense brilliant
elephant trunk, finding an uneasy baance, the phallic symbol of dl time.

Not much of the viaduct structure had been breached. Ten maybe fifteen metres. Repair wasfeasible, but
it would occupy nationa resources for sometime to come. It was just the way Varley had wanted it.

Hetcher saw it asawound in thering of solidarity forged by professond men. He fdt likeamurderer,
who would now give anything to saunch the flow of blood and have the victim say something however
band.

Military usage bridged the gap. Bennett had findly pulled the car into leve flight and went by the book.
“Heading North North East by North. Manua navigation only, Commander.”

Fletcher said, heavily, “Check. Hold that. Follow ground features. Quick asyou like back to Petrel .”

In Kristinobyl and every other mgjor city on Garamas, rioting crowds stopped in their tracks. Men
looked stupidly at each other and at the improvised weaponsin their hands.

Respect for authority and above al respect for property was built in from way back. Asthe Laodamian
carrier wave collapsed, they were left with their basic attitudes uncovered by the ebbing emotional tide.

Groups on the perimeter of the dense crowds began to pedl away, anxiousto get back to a home base
and think it through.

They were met by anew wave of ma contents, mainly women, who had stuck to the hearth and skillet.

Total power fallure hit like an act of god. It had not happened in living memory. A keening wail rosefrom
every dormitory area.

Duvorac, depending for hislife on auxiliary systems, keyed in an emergency supply, which was held



ready, and looked sourly at histime disk. Twenty-five minutes behind schedule. That argued more
difficulty than Fletcher had expected. Timefor identification. This desperate piece of surgery could be
fatal to the patient.

He set himsdlf to wait. Nothing more could be done, until it was clear which way the government and the
people would jump.

Pedasunin hiseyrie, stared at his blanked screensin dishelief. A degaussing feature in the security tower
block had kept out the sublimina broadcasts and he had no persona monitor to tell him they had

stopped.

Technicians gave him alimited emergency power feed after five minutes of frenetic effort, which drove
him to the edge of frenzy. When areduced service gave him one picture of Kristinobyl's main square,
dispersal was aready well advanced. Therewas alitter of broken paving stickslying every-which-way, a
swirl of broad paper streamers. The popular insurrection had gone out like adamp squib.

A harassed officid at the Power Centre gave him the score. “Mgor breakdown in the Ring circuit,
Colond. Unprecedented. Located in the desert area. Probably at the crossing of the Great Gorge. No
estimate can be given for the repair. Maintenance crews are leaving Ve chanos now.”

It wastoo pat on cue. A coincidencetoo big to swallow. 1.G.O. must have engineered it.

He moved to hislong window and tapped the sl with his cane in amonotonous rhythm. Somewhere
there was a gain to be made from every situation. If he could pin thison to I.G.O. as an act of sabotage,
there would be no need for sublimina suggestion. The ring was asymbol to every Garamasian. They
would unite againgt any faction that struck at it. With Hablon ready to bring in hisregimentsthey had lost
nothing. In fact this could be afind proof of government ineptitude. They could not even guarantee the
safety of the main prop of the economy.

Many levels below the penthouse, Y ola sprawled on her back on thetiled floor of the brig, saw the single
light go out and then regppear in complementary colour on the celling.

Intellectudly, sheknew it wasal illuson, but it was evidence of akind one part of her physical equipment
was gill working a norma pitch.

The same was only margindly true over the wholefield. Even pain had passed its periheion and was
reduced to adull brutal ache.

A smdl amber emergency light came on over the door and she screamed by reflex asthough she was il
on the tablein the interrogation room.

It had been short, but concentrated, a preliminary softening up session, o that next time she knew she
could hold nothing back. The specidist staff had handled them half adozen at atime, stripping them and
pegaing them out with electrodes taped to every nerve centre, and she could still hear her own screams
amongst the othersin a crescendo of pain.

Thiswasthe cue-in for the next phase. She began to tremble uncontrollably and felt her bare skin begin
to crawl, triggered by itsown logic.

The same thought had hit Termeron. He was struggling to sit up, shoving away afellow nude who was
lying across hislegslike any cadaver in adegth pit.

She forced hersalf to move one baled fist pushed against her mouth in a heroic bid to plug back any
sound.



They met at the door under the amber light. Termeron shoved feebly against the panel and felt it move.
Then they werelooking dong adimly lit white-tiled corridor, which they could not remember having seen
on the downward trip.

He said, and his voice sounded infinitely distant from his own ears, “ Power failure. Field too wesk to
hold thewards. Must get out, before they fix it. Get the others.”

Some were dready sitting up. Given atask, Y olafound she could move. She was even ableto think in
terms of aviablefuture and, on that level, shewas acting like the only houri in afraternity bath house.

But libido wastoo low for lechery. For the mgority, she was an abstract pair of handstrying to usher ina
present that they did not want to know.

Findly, she had around dozen on their feet and moving like zombiesto join Termeron in the corridor.
Hecdledin, “Leavethem, Yola Therésnotime. Let'sgo.”

At the end of the corridor, the line shuffled to ahat before the closed trellis of an devator trunk and Yola
said hitterly, “It's no good. They don't need guards down here. We can't get out.”

Termeron shoved the grilleand it did clear. The large service cage had sunk down to mechanicd stops, a
metre below floor level and there was adark, narrow gap just above head height.

Setting histeeth, he reached up and drew himself painfully over the lintel. Then he reached down to help
Yola

When they were standing on the roof of the cage, in adraughty funnel with aripe bouquet of must and
axle grease, she could see adistant point of light likelooking up atal chimney.

Termeron was checking manualy round the wals of the shaft and said, “It'sdl right. We can doit.
Theresaline of holdfasts. Tell them to hurry it along and follow me. Don't look down. Just keep looking
up a me.”

It was some way from al right, on any reasonable count; but she was feding better al thetime. There
was hopeintheair, struggling for atoehold in the murk. Maybe they would get out. She passed on the
message, modestly leaving out the last bit, which would probably occur to the climber upward, anyway.

* * * %

Bennett circled Petrel twice, before he brought the car into its hanger. The heet of its outer skin triggered
adecontamination sequence and a cloud of heavy grey coolant shut them down in their capsule. They
could have been anywhere or nowhere.

Fletcher saw the stripped-out freight bay projected in his mind's eye with a question mark in Tempo
Inline. He checked histime disk. Fourteen hundred on the nose. Blast off at eighteen hundred. A repair
crew in abase workshop would never doit inthetime.

Another thought evaded the censor and floated up for conscious evauation. It took a positive effort to
beat it back, and the chore of doing it gave it more precise definition and aform of words. “ Thisisno
morethan justice. Y ou are ahomicide. What you have just done represents the loss of untold millions of
man hours. Y ou are abarbarian, family tree going back to Attilla. The only partia asolution you haveis
toloseyour own life”

Hethrew the book at it, aman under orders. The end was justification enough. Asthe car clicked onto
its cradle and the gas was sucked clear, he had it licked and anew voice was speaking, so loud that he
looked round for Xenia. It was long range welcome, however, beamed on her one-to-one psychokinetic



link. “1'm glad you decided that, Harree. | wanted to help you, but you'd aways have held eet againgt me
lataire on. Y ou can only do what seemsto beright at the time. Come and talk to me. I'm veree lonelee.”

For dl the point there wasin getting the score from Cotgrave, he might just aswell do that thing. But
snce he had the rule book out, he might aswell follow it to the letter. He shrugged out of his suit and
climbed down the main trunk to where Cotgrave and Engels were methodically building the replacement
bulkhead.

Cotgrave straightened wearily round face grey with strain, “ Sorry Commander. Not ahopein hdl of
meseting your deadline.”

“How long?’

“Alf says another twelve hours. The crew have goneflat out. But they'retiring. It'swholly hot outside.
Can't do more than asix minute stint. Once we get the bulkhead back, refrigeration solves that, but
therésalot of circuitry to refit. How did your mission go?’

“Wholly hot, as you say. Completed. We can expect vistorsanytime at all.”
“Shdl | carry on?’

“Do that. And pass the word to al handsthat they've done well. One other thing.” Fletcher paused and
looked out through adirect vision port into the grotesque confusion of the gorge. It was no timeto tell
men who had sweated their guts out that they had wasted their time.

“Commander?’
“Drop everything at eighteen hundred. Every man to report to the control cabin.”
“Full gear?’

Again Hetcher paused. They might aswell go out in full regdia, aworking unit, striking ahazard. “ Full
geax.”

He stopped off at the command cabin and found Ledsham doing aduty stint at the main scanner.
“Nothing moves, Commander. But there's bad screening. | only get fifty kilometres without the probe.”

“Hold fast on that. It would be seen by more than it would see. As soon as anything crossesinto range
sound Generd Stations. Anything at all.”

“Check, Commander.”

He moved dowly towards his cabin. Fifty kilometres. The very fastest atmosphere craft on Garamas
would take four minutesto cover that. There wastimeto get to the command idand from any part of the
ship, and pull the plug that would bring the walls of the gorgein on Petrel and bury her atomised fabricin
an ingtant crater.

Or should he do it now and be sure? No pilot could fail to identify an Earth rocket ship. Whatever gain
there was to be in the enterprise could be lost by a count of seconds.

Xeniamet him at the hatch, ashe did it away; hair brushed down straight in an dastic cowl that rested
slkily on her shoulders. With arareflair for improvisation, she had turned apiece of fine stedl chaininto
costume jewd lery and having no costume had snapped it on at skin level.



It danted across her hips with the free end dangling down the right thigh emphasising that pose which had
occupied sculptors through the millennia; apleasing swing of the hip, weight taken on theright foat, left
leg bent asif to move. She did not in fact move and Fetcher had to stop or knock her down.

The hatch did closed behind him; but he was looking into vivid, green eyes, that were not making any
effort to seek out motive or probeinto his own thoughts. She knew what was scheduled for eighteen
hundred and was leaving the action to him.

It was a blank cheque to befilled out for any sum.

She did not move, except totilt her head back when her breasts were nudging pneumatically againgt his
coverals. Then her handstravelled up hisarms and linked at the back of his neck.

Sophigtry told him that with dissolution coming up on the clock, the rule book could hardly apply. Then
he faced it honestly. Rule book or not, it was amoment out of alifetimewhich stood on its own logic.

Very gently, he put ahand on either side of her head under thewarm bell of hair.

Shesad, “Harree,” neither asaquestion nor as answer, but as a statement of faith.

Chapter Nine

For centuries, Power Control in Kristinobyl had kept an emergency plan on file. From timeto time, it had
been taken out and dusted off. Even, on rare occasions, akeen, new administrator had tried out a
dummy run. But over the years, solid efficiency of the ring system had come to seem like animmutable
law of nature. It wasinconceivable that its power could be withdrawn.

Consequently, Pedasun had some difficulty in getting anybody to tell him aplaintale,

Hewas as guilty asthe next man of putting hisfaith in the public service and found that the security
communications net on emergency power could only guarantee areach of fifty kilometresround
Krigtinobyl itsdlf.

Troubles, following precedent, did not come singly. A swesating guard mounted the long spird staircaseto
the penthouse to tell him that some of hiskey internees had made ajailbreak and had taken a security
shuttle from the pound.

The messenger had been drawn by lot and expected a vindictive counterstrike. He was agreeably
surprised, therefore, when his chief did no more than dash the back of an office chair and ask aquestion
on adifferent tack.

“Isthere along distance car on the pad?’

Relief was s0 grest that he hardly understood and was within atouch of getting the cane across the face.
“Do you hear, you fool ? Is there along-distance car?’

“Oh. Yes. Yes, Excdlency.”

“Haveit fuelled. Six men and a pilot. Stand by as of now.”
“Certainly, Excdlency.”

“Get onwithiit, then. Move.”

Pedasun walked twice round his room and the exercise seemed to clear his head. Coincidence was out



by asealeague. The break had been deliberate. He grabbed up the video and put it down without
making acal.

No good. The prisoners till below would have no knowledge of it. No Garamasian would have doneit.
Certainly not a Government faction. That would be psychologicaly impossible. They lived by the power
of thering, itstechnology wastheir life's blood.

Scotians could do it. They would need no motive and could not be trusted to see long-term interest
againgt the present pleasure of devastation. But they were thin on the ground. All accounted for. No. It
had to be |.G.O. The strategy of it would fit well enough. Set Garamas alocal problem. Reduce her main
asset of abundant cheap power to make her less attractive asan O.G.A. base. Even without knowledge
of the right wing coup.

Where did that put himsaf? Not so differently. They had miscalculated. The only loser would be the
liberal government. They would figurein the public mind astoo feeble to maintain order. The average
man would turn to Hablon's party. Nationa pride would look for a scapegoat and also want to seea
politica leader who could repair the damage.

Hablon should come in now and take over at the height of the confusion. It was a message that nobody
€lse could take. He would go himsalf and be seen from the beginning as one of the leaders of the
movement.

But first there was alocal piece of business. He picked up the video once more and caled the 1.G.O.
Consulate with a persond request for Commissar Duvorac.

There was some satisfaction in seeing the Venusian under strain. Duvorac's emergency power supply was
not asflexible asthe city main and his el aorate life maintenance systems had been thrown out of Kilter.
Eyes hdf-closed, face grey as ash, he said wheezily, “What can | do for you, Colond?’

In so far as he gppeared to be moving well in that direction, there was no advantage in saying “ Drop
dead"—s0 Pedasun got to the point. *Y ou have dready done agreat ded. This sabotage of the ring will
not advance your cause. Be sure the people of Garamaswill be told whom they have to thank. By
breaking the non-intervention status of a consulate, you have torn up any claim to diplomatic immunity.
Y ou may or may not know it, but | have amilitary ship positioned above Kristinobyl. It will depend on
your actions whether or not a sdlective strike is made on the |.G.O. complex. We have every right to
take retributive action.”

If he expected Duvorac's heavy face to mirror guilt, he was disappointed. There was no visible change,
asthe Venusian said, “Y ou assume too much. Before you do anything so foolish, think what you would
say to the task force that would surely bring you to account. Do not think either that O.G.A. would be
easy partners. They want Garamas for their purposes, not yours.”

“How doesthat differ from1.G.0.7’

“To aman who does not see the difference, explanations would be useless. What else do you haveto

7

“Only this. Until you have clearance from me, dl 1.G.O. personne are confined to the perimeter of your
complex. No signals outside Garamas are permitted. Breach of either of these orderswill be regarded as
ahodtileact.”

“How long isthis veto to operate?’



“In thefirst ingance for one week. Then it will bereviewed.”
“Has the Presdent been informed of this?’

“Commissar, let us not be naive. Before the week is out there will be anew government and that
government will negotiate with you.”

Pedasun picked up his peaked cap and stick, fished in acloset behind his desk and came out with a
heavy service belt that held a blaster and a pouch of fuel clips.

When he was ready to go, he cdled in his adjutant and spent ten minutes on detailed instructions for the
on going scenein Krigtinobyl. He finished with, “1 am going to Velchanos. Accept no orders from anyone
except me, or General Hablon in person. Isthat understood?’

“Certainly, Excdlency.”
“Garamasfor Garamas.”

“Ring of Conquest.”

* * * %

Firgin Petrel's command cabin, Dag Fletcher took his seat on the command idand and looked bleskly
round the familiar set. Many ships, many actions and they had dl brought himto thispoint intime. The
sky had been good for flying.

Xenia, anonymousin abulky suit, clipped hersdlf in at the communications desk, but used E.S.P. to
speak directly into hishead. “What wed| you tell them, Harree?’

Physicd contact had findly put him on her wavelength and he could say through the same medium, “The
truth.”

“There esstruth between us.”
“Yes Of adifferent kind.”
“There eesonly one kind of truth.”

Cotgrave camein, followed by Engels. Hocker, Ledsham and Johnson came in as a group. Bennett and
Sluman were the last of the crew. A week ago, he had not known they existed, now they were people
looking out at the world from an individua point of view ashe did himsdf.

The marines settled in and Carrick called through from his post on the first step, “ All set Commander.
Ligening.”

It was seventeen fifty-five. Fletcher flipped on thelog for the last record he would make and needed no
onetotdl himit wasawaste of time.

But it was usage. And only usage would get him through what he had to do. Run it as a standard count
down with oblivion asthe pay-off.

He said harshly on the generd net, “ Commander to al hands. | don't haveto tell you the state of the ship.
Y ou've done everything acrew could do, to put her in operationd trim; but we can't make the deadline.
Ordinarily, I'd take a chance, there's the dimmest possible hope that we'd clear the gorge, before she
began to break up. But thisisn't an ordinary mission. More hinges on thisthan you know. Theresno
margin for error.”



Fletcher shifted the smal command idand in adow sweep, so that he faced every executive desk in turn.

“If we miss the scheduled time, we cannot avoid being seen by some searching craft. If wewreck Petrel
the effect isthe same, she will beidentified. | don't haveto tell you what the Garamasan government
would make of that. Or what O.G.A. would make of it. It must never be known that an 1.G.O. military
craft carried out this act of sabotage. Orders are clear and inescapable. | am charged to disintegrate the
ship.”

There was no sound on the net. The command cabin had gone still. Each man in his capsule digested the
edict according to his nature.

Having lived with it for twenty-four hours, Fletcher recognized he had an unfair advantage. On the other
hand, it was adaily condition of service. Every misson was an act of faith in amillion components that
could fail a any time. Every planetfall was abonus and aflouting of al satistica probability.

Cotgrave said, “How long have we got?’

“Notime, I'll runit asacountdown from eighteen hundred.”

“Some personnel could get clear.”

“In fifteen minutes, the heat would get them. Then identification would follow. Not possible, Captain.”
Hocker began to swear in amonotonous stream as though he did not redlize that he was speaking doud.
Cotgrave said sharply, “Hold fast on that Power Two. Has anyone any useful contribution to make?’

Fletcher said evenly, “Thank you. | record formally that all hands have carried out their duty in exemplary
fashion. Count down as of now.”

He sdlected asmall key from the array on his console and shoved it over. A pand did clear in the desk
top and a set of micro switchgear extruded itself on a gpring-loaded platform.

The controls duplicated in miniature the standard items already in view. Operation was parald, but using
this s&t, the reactor was overfed and turned itself into arunaway pile.

Asthe sweep second hand of the chronometer above the main scanner homed on eighteen hundred, he
pushed in the activator. Muted bleeps on orchestral A sounded out every fifth second.

Hocker, overloud, so that hisvoice vibrated round every visor asked, bitterly, “How do you pin agong
on ectoplasm.”

Fletched emptied hismind. All the fragments of present time had imploded into this one. And there was
no use to be made of it. Only to endure, without movement, for the short timeit would be. Stillnessto
mergeinto tillness. It was not heroic. It was not anything.

Xeniawas there with him, another silent, accepting mind, moulded from an dien substance, but basicaly
the same. All consciouslife had the same qudities. That was atruth he waslate arriving at and could not
befiled for future reference.

A voice on the net wasirritating him. Why couldn't they takeit in sillence?

L edsham was saying urgently, “Commander, | have amessage. Very faint. 1.G.O. cdl sgn. From
Kriginobyl. Cdling Petrel .”



For ananosecond, he wanted to ignore it Another count of five and the procedure would be over the top
and irreversible. But habit died hard. Whileit was ill in one piece, his ship had to answer on the
command link. He moved ddliberately and broke the auto chain.

When it was done, he found he was swesting with relief and had to steady his voice before he could
speak.

“Print out.”

Every head turned to the main scanner and Ledsham presented the text as arunning strip, acaptionto a
gl picture of the darkening desert.

“1.G.O. corvette Petrel . Suspend action. Await new orders. Acknowledge.”
“1.G.O. corvette Petrel . Suspend action. Await new orders. Acknowledge.”

It was starting itsthird repeat before the full meaning had gone home. Fletcher said, “Answer that,
Communications One. Brief asyou can. Tell them were standing by.”

Onthe generd net, he said, “There may ill beausefor Petrel. But she must be ready to go. Captain
Cotgrave, dl hands on the repair detail.”

* k k %

Hetcher received the call three hours later. Suspended in hot darkness above the tripod jacks and
nudging anew cladding plate, acentimetre a atime, towardsits niche, he found Xeniaprojected in his
head like a pearlescent statuette and wasinclined to beirritated.

Her voice, not using the communications net got asfar as“Harree,” before he snapped back, “Not now,
Xenia Saveit.”

“There'salong message. Ledsham has eet een the decoder.”
Ledsham's voice took over on the mechanicd link, “ Commander, instructions from 1.G.O. consulate.”
“Hold it. I'll come aboard.”

Printed out on an officid blank, it was Duvorac's swan song. “No further transmissionis possible.
Screens are being Sited round the 1.G.O. complex. Government has collapsed. Military Juntaknown to
be ready at VVelchanos. Leaderswill leave there a first light to bring military forcesinto Kristinobyl. Use
Petrel to search out H.Q. and present 1.G.O. veto, without delay. Threaten instant destruction. Believed
to be sited in farm commune at 039716. Scotian frigate Alope in parking orbit over Krigtinobyl. Ongoing
action at your discretion. 1.G.O. authority vested in you. Good luck. Out.”

Ledsham said, “It was very faint, Commander. Local jamming on. But that's the text.”

Thinking aoud, Fetcher said, “It's not on. We can't move her before dawn. Not even then, the way
things are going. We've handed it to them on aplate.”

Visor hinged back, face grey with strain, Cotgrave hauled himsdlf through the hatch and stood leaning
againg the bulkhead. Xenialooked from oneto the other, seemingly out of programme.

It wasup to him at every level and he wastired of making decisons. Now Duvorac had given him carte
blance. The sgnd hewas holding cleared him of dl previous commitments. Petrel would not beready in
time. He could hang on, repair her, then blast off to hell out of it. Rgoin the squadron and report the



gtuation. Varley might belly-ache; but he could not go beyond the Commissar'swrit. If that wasthe
action which seemed to him best, he was entitled to take it. The Situation on Garamas had devel oped
differently from what had been expected. O.G.A. werein, it could not matter whether Petrel was
identified or not.

But it did matter. It would matter to him for the rest of hislife. There had to be something he could do.

How long in the car to Vel chanos? Seven hours, pulling out al the stops? Makeit just before dawn.
Delay them, one way or another, until Petrel could be brought up with armament that could devastate a
province?

Xeniahad been keeping out of his head and beamed in with the equivaent of hand clapping and timbrel
beating. “That's eet, Harree. | was begeening to theenk | deed not know you at al. | weell come. | know
thees place. We wedl| throw an ultomato een their works.”

Aloud Fletcher said, “ That should make anybody think twice. I'll take Carrick, Hocker, one
marine—Adams. Travelling light we might just do it.”

Cotgrave sad, “ Sorry, Commander, have I missed something? What have you in mind?’

“Break out the car. I'm going to Velchanos. Bring Petrel dong as soon as she can move. Low trgjectory,
thereé's a Scotian up over Kristinobyl. Drop on thisreference. If I'm not there, take off and rgjoin the
squadron. Those are your orders.”

Xeniaon the E.SP. link wasfighting for feminists everywhere. “Y ou are aming to leave me behind. You
cannot do that. | am not a domesteec cow to be left in the laager weeth the non-combatants. | have thees
feding. Youwed need me on thees enterprise. Beside, | can guide you. Eet eestoo eemportant for
persond judgements. | promeese | wed not eenterfere.”

“| know Scotians.”

“Eef | am not afraid for myself, eet ees no business of yours. Y ou do not love me, to use your
reedeeculous Earthy expressions.”

Hetcher said, wearily, “I guess your weight makes no difference. Okay, come aong. Keep your mouth
shut and your hat on and they'll reckon I've brought the cabin boy.”

Ledsham looked from one to the other and like Cotgrave believed he had missed alink. It was a crazy
mission at that. Philosophically, he turned to his desk and continued with a horizon sweep. It wasa
comfortable routine. While he was doing that, he couldn't be expected to be doing anything else.

* * * %

Trueto her resolve to meld with the furniture Xenia packed hersdlf in the smdl freight bay at the back of
the column.

Fletcher took the pilot dot with Carrick beside him. Adams and Hocker sat in the rumble.

When he turned round to check out the supercargo, Hocker said gallantly, “ Stone the crows, we've got
that green-eyed midget on the trip. Don't Sit on that ribbed deck; it'll corrugate your enthusiasm. Sit on
my knee. Y ou can toy with my communicator.”

He even held out his handsto lift her over the squab. Sheleaned forward as though to take up the offer
and had his|eft wrist in adouble grip, before he could check that the green eyes were baeful asahunting
cat's.



She said, “Theonly reason | do not break off your hand eesthat you might be useful. Though I do not
know how that could posseebly be.”

Adamssad, “Giveit him back Xenia. It'sjust hisfriendly nature. No offence intended.”

Hocker unable to speak because of pain was making plans as sadistic as any Scotian's. He hunched
round in his bucket seat and considered the view.

There was not much of it. Hetcher was swinging the car to line up on athin illuminated line he had drawn
on the miniature chart spread. He had taken the car to its celling of two hundred metres. Below, the
baked earth wasinvisible. They could be anywhere, hot as hell and black asthe inside of abag.

Hesaid curtly, “ Sedl up. | want dl the power thereis,” and cut refrigeration.

The car fled on, ahurrying dark capsule, threading an infinity of darkness, silent except for the faint whine
of itsoverdriven motors. After two hours, there was the dubious bonus of more light from one of
Garamas's small moons that appeared from dead astern and raced over the desert in a brief, spectacular

passage.

The ground below was changing in character. It was more undulating, with occasiona patches of grey
lichen, where underground features retained a scanty water supply.

Heset levelswerefdling. Carrick said, “ Thirty-nine Celsius,” and the statement coincided with anew
onset of darkness as the moon whipped away over the horizon.

Fletcher switched to auto and pulled out the detailed pilotage manud for the quadrant. He said, “ Another
hundred kilometres and we meet the outlying farm aress.”

Therewas achangein the quality of their black shroud. Darkness was thinning out. Fletcher went down
to five metres and switched in the sonar beam. Hedge-hopping, the car would be more difficult to pick
up. Hablon's military unitswould be in the areaand to be intercepted too far from the headquarters
would waste time they did not have.

Now there were lights on the ground. Backwoods Garamasians followed atraditiona pattern of sober
industry. To bed with the sun and up before sunrise. There was alot to be said for the ordinary man, he
had never been afraid of hard work. He deserved better leadership.

Heat level had dipped to twenty-five Celsius. They stripped off space gear, stacking it methodically on
the storage racks. Adams broke out a ration pack and passed nutrient barsto al hands. Released from
its confining shell, Xenias pollen cloud spread round the s&t. It had dl the earmarks of apicnic on the
grass.

When the car stopped and sank on its skidsin the shelter of awhite, adobe cube, it was difficult to
believe that they had reached journey's end without challenge. It wastoo smple.

Fletcher did back the hatch and the rhythmic beat of a pump sounded from behind the wall, an isolated
heart, pumping in the darkness. He sent up a pencil-dim periscope and infra-red light gave them apicture
on the scanner.

A kilometre distant, across afield of blue erichthoneus, was the tower block of the commune
headquarters; on abigger scale than any other agricultural admin centre they had seen and surrounded by
apae nimbus of alight from sources on its hidden sides.

The field by-passed the building on theright flank; Ieft alow boundary wal, neetly built of irregular dry



stone ran to the corner of the structure, dividing off another production areawhich waslying falow and
showed up as a spread of yellow ochre corrugation.

It all looked very peaceful.

Xeniasad, “Eet ees decepteeve. All these places have underground access to amonorail circuit.
Supplies come een and go out that way.”

Movement from the far left made aperiod. A long olive-drab shuttle, flying athree-ringed pennant
appeared briefly and swept out of sight.

Hetcher flicked the eyepiece shut and set his periscopeto retract. Before it had clicked homeinits
housing, he knew what he had to do. The invisible courtyard would be stacked with military craft. A
smdl 1.G.O. scout car could be shot down before there was any chance to establish its diplomatic
mission.

Hesaid, “Hocker. Get yoursdlf outsde. Cut aholein thiswall. Go through and stop the pump.”
Whatever else was going on, there would be a maintenance staff to keep the district working.

Xeniabroke her fakir'svigil and climbed over the squab to breathe excitedly down Fetcher's neck. It
was areminder of her physica presence which disturbed histrain of thought. He made a conscious effort
to exclude her and foraged on the roof rack for a couple of limpet mineswhich he worked on briefly and
then stored in ading bag.

Hocker using avibrator from the car's externa tool rack, completed his seal hole and heaved himsdlf
through. The pump stopped and the silence flowed in like atangible tide.

Two minutes |ater, there was the uneven cough of atractor from acrossthefield.
Carrick said, “Y ou haveto giveit to these goons. They run ataut ship.”

There was enough light for the moving shadow to show up on the scanner. The tractor was alightweight
spindly structure with huge inflated tyresto roll over the crop without causing damage. It stopped five
metres from the pump house and the scene devel oped like a shadow play.

Two Garamasians jumped down from the high seat, elongated comedy figures. One carried acranked
key, like awinding handle and shoved the businessend homeinadotinthewall.

Hetcher had seen enough. He was moving out before the man had completed one revol ution. He paused
at the breach to set hislaser for awide-angle stun beam and went through in asmooth flow of effort.

The watchers saw the two men stoop to lift the counterweighted door and stop dead asit reached
shoulder height. Then Hocker reappeared at the hatch.

“Hetcher saysonly two can play. You'reto hang on here. Rgoin Petrel if and when. That includesyou,
midget. Pass out that ding bag.”

Ashetook it from Carrick, Xeniawas out and standing beside him. Seen full length, she waswearing a
metdlic belt round her narrow waist with a short narrow bladed knife looped dangeroudy in an open
link.

Hocker said, “Not you. They'd think we brought the circus.”

The knifewas pricking into histhroat before he could settle the ding on his shoulder. It was clear enough



that shewould as soon pushiit right in as not.

He shrugged and turned away. Why should he swest. Let Smart-Alec Fletcher sort out his own women.
But when he stood again on the floor of the pump house she was nowherein sight.

Hesad, “That littleslver bint followed me out. But | reckon she must have thought better of it.”

Fletcher, thinking forward to the enterprise, hardly heard, took the ding bag and ducked under the
half-open door.

Climbing to the high bench seat, he was presented with atotaly unfamiliar instrumentation spreed. The
buggy was, however, vibrating quietly, so he had no starting problem. Out from a plain bulkhead under
the windshield, two rods curved out to fall naturaly to the hands of anyonein the driving set.

Methodicaly checking out combinations he tried moving them one a atime and found they would each
engage at four angles. It was not until he pulled them both down that there was a soft definitive click and
they began to move dowly ahead. Now he could fed freelateral play on the sticks and moved the left
hand out. The buggy swung ponderoudy on itstracksturning right.

Once he had thetrick, it was easy. Both down for forward. Left or right fed power to the drive on that
Sde, so that it turned on the dowing wheels and moved contrary to hand shift. He crossed thefieldina
graight run for the tower wall.

From underneath, it was blank as acliff. Huge to be so featurel ess; showing up now as arectangular
mass againg faint etiolated bars of pae, bluelight.

They dewed away to follow the front, rounded the corner in a.controlled spin and trundled on. Precisaly
in the centre of thisfrontage an archway led into the thickness of the building asthough into amine.

Fletcher spun the buggy into the entrance and saw fifty metres of oblong section tunnel lit by brilliant roof
ports and painted white. No human operator was visible, but as they approached, a maroon and white
check barrier lifted like aportcullis.

The buggy was obvioudy recognised and given officid clearance by a scanning eye.

At the end of the run the paved roadway funnelled out to a centra courtyard where the architect had
used up dl the sparelibido held back from the stark exterior walls.

The entire floor was paved with red and white squares of ridged tile. In the centre, an ova pool had
violent colour patches where merope bushes appeared to grow from itsindigo surface. Inner walls
glowed with tranducent brick; ornamented columns decorated with bird beaks ran in colonnades on two
Sdes, athird was set with mammoth standards and an array of banners hung down, still as stonework,
crimson and black, bearing the interlaced rings of Garamas and alegend that Fletcher could not read.

On thel€ft, the olive-drab shuttle was drawn up at a semicircular entrance port. On the right, amore
utilitarian working areawas laid out with parking bays for farm plant. Beyond the pool, amixed bag of
military-design cars was drawn in convoy as though ready for the road, each carrying a pennant with the
organization dogan and three luminous, metdlic rings.

Hetcher took it dl in, with a concentrated pan round the set and swung off to run into an empty dot
among the tractors. Dead ahead, through the cloister, aclear window showed along office spread. A
uniformed Garamasian lifted his head from a desk-bound chore, focussed first at whed level and then
looked casudly at the driving seat. Puzzled, rather than darmed, he put down a stylus and began to walk
towards the window to get more definition.



Framing aquestion at menta level Fletcher got aclear answer from somewhere below hisfeet. Xenias
voice, as shewriggled free from the angled chassis members where she had hitched aride, said urgently,
“The operations room ees under the left block. Through that porteeco and down. Below est, eesthe
asend.”

It was usdless to make anything of it, certainly he could not send her back, he said, “Well never crossthe
sguare without challenge.”

The Garamasian had made his mind up. He was back at his desk snatching up avideo.

Reading Fetcher's ungpoken thought, Xeniawent on, “A diversion. Send a buggee across to crash eento
that tidy line. I'll do eet.”

She was off like quicksiver, before he could reply. Seconds later, the end tractor coughed into life and
backed out of its bay.

Stll inreverse, it picked up speed and Xeniadived over its clumsy nose like any Minoan bull leaper. It
skirted the pool with whedls overlapping the brink and was beating up to fifteen kilometres an hour asit
ploughed into the middle car of thewaiting line.

Reaction wasimmediate and positive. Suddenly, the courtyard was full of high-shouldered Garamasians,
al inuniform, dl carrying machine carbines.

Movement was dl towards the wreck. Fletcher and Hocker crossed at a sprint and met Xeniaat the
entrance. She was grinning with agirl's smple pleasure, and led without hesitation for aramp leading
down, asilver rabbit on the home run.

Short corridors with right angle turns followed the foundation structure of the block. At the second turn, a
Garamasian guard hurrying to answer the cdl was blasted by Hocker with ayel frozen in hisgullet. They
left him leaning againgt awall with hiseye disksrolled up to show pearl grey blanks.

They were running. Footsteps beating alight tattoo on the parquet. Another level down and Xenia panted
out, “ Somewhere there wedl | be abeam barrier.”

Thewords were il rippling about when Hocker found it. He had gotten a pace ahead and crumpled
from the kneeswith hismomentum diding him forward dong the tiled floor.

Fletcher grabbed for Xeniaand threw himsdf back. They went down in atangle with hisarmsround her
head to keep it from harm. He saw her eyes centimetres from his own, wide and green and full of
gppreciation. But verba thanks were never uttered. Black night filled his eyes. Uniformed figures had
swarmed in from dl sides through concedled entry ports which had diced open.

Many hands made light work of carrying them forward to the room they had come to seek. Round the
walls, menin green uniformslooked round indifferently before turning again to the winking lights of the
Strep spreads they were serving. Operators, al set to shove magnetized disks on route lines, on a
wall-sized operations map, rested on their rakes.

It was | eft to the select group round the boardroom table in the middle of the floor to take executive
action.

Pedasun, standing beside Hablon at the head of the table justifiably pettish at another delay, said, * Set
them in the analyser. Quickly now. Thereisno timeto waste.”

Chapter Ten



When his head cleared, convoluted whorls of mist rolling back from adeep black centre, Dag FHetcher
first believed he had fetched up in amortician's parlour.

Hewaslying in a casket-shaped box, with his neck on a padded rest, on the specimen side of alarge
lenswith the diminished eye of abusy researcher looking in. Ten centimetresfrom hisface, the thick
crystd filled the frame from edge to edge. Electrode plates pressing on histemples prevented any
forward movement and set up atension which immediately began to mount to the threshold of destructive

pain.

With dl its strangeness, it was recognizable enough. One way or another, any technologically advanced
culturein the Galaxy had the trick of it. He was hooked to alayout that could probe into his head, and
from the way they were going abouit it, one of the primitive kind that |eft asnail-trail of neurd damage
whereit went.

Whatever he had thought, humorous, treacherous, kindly, picayune or full of ultimate truth asan egg
would be winkled out and pawed over by Pedasun or some such.

Grimly, he set himsdlf to put out asmoke screen, filling the surface of his mind with pictures. Xeniawould
do, having astrong emotiona overtone. Hetried to build an identikit portrait which they could throw on
their screen.

Straight, narrow nose, level brows, serious mouth of avoluptuary, small round chin. Profoundly
symmetrica like Nature her own self. Proportionate. A number sequence started in hishead and he
concentrated on developing it. 1. 2. 3. 5. 8. 13. 21. 34. 55. Mathematics of the Golden Section. Silver
Sectioninthiscase.

A voicein Garamadan penetrated harshly into his private world, followed, from apoint |eft, by Xenia
hersdf saying doud, “Y ou are theenking about me, Harree, even at theestime. | like that.”

Then the same Garamasian voice, thistime usng the lingua franca of the Galaxy, grated out, “Itis
usalessto resist, Commander. Y our Lieutenant hastold usal we need to know. Y our ship will not arrive
here. A Scaotian frigate will intercept it.”

Xeniacdled out, spesking quickly in English, “Don't believe anytheeng you hear, | know theestoo well.”
Her voice cut in an involuntary scream as some linguist used direct action to put in aperiod.

More Garamasian gobbledegook came from hisright side and he felt weight on hisfeet asthewhole
container began to move.

From being horizonta, he was tipping forward, pivoting a a point near thewaist. Findly, he was upright,
more weight on hisfest; but aspine-stretching residue still carried by the head harness. Now he could
see the operations room through the distorting lens, asthough it ran for half akilometre, with Pedasun
diminished to asmal bright miniature, sanding besde alifelike, overblown statustricked out with
campaign medasand anear conical hat.

The glass screen was swung clear and the two key figures legped forward, hell bent on joining himin his
box. Without the opticd filter, he found they stabilised seven metres away, across ashiny tabletop and
the one he had taken to be alay figure spoke up for the duo. “ Before the operator opens your head,
Earthman, | will tell you that you will die. Y ou are aterrorist. Y ou can expect no less.”

Fletcher found hisvoice feeblein hisown ears, when he said, “1 am here as representative of the Inter
Gdactic Organization. If you have chargesto make, your Government will ded with them. Meanwhile, |
tell you that your attempt to seize power without areferendum isagaingt the 1.G.O. Charter. | formally



advise you to use normd poalitical channelsfor your movement.”

Hablon's teeth showed in a smile which was a mererictus and had no eement of humour init. Pedasun
fidgeted with his cane and looked at histime disc. Thiswasdl for the birds, he did not want the old
dough-bag sidetracked into a seminar on human rights.

The Generd, however, had posterity to think of and missed no opportunity to spread the good word.
Though logic should have told him he was wasting it on an dien about to be shuffled off. He said, “1 am
the Government. Garamas will change. | have no timefor neutrdity and the I.G.O. milk-and-water
condtitution. Garamas will be great as she should be. Thereis not much information that you can give.
What thereis, | will leave to the Scotian specidiststo unravel. We leave now for Kristinobyl. Before we
arrive, you at least will be dead.”

Like ahidden theme running behind the words, Fletcher wastrying to listen to something else. Then he
redised it was not from an outside source. Xeniawas whispering urgently from somewhereinside his
head. “ Harree, theenk weeth me. Join your mind weeth mine. Theenk about the e ectrode on your head.
Eet uses microvoltages we can match. Concentrate togethaire. Project all your mental energeeto that
point. Send som surge back up their spout. Theenk weeth me.”

Hablon was ill going on. Xenias contribution was interrupted by aquickly choked gasp of pain, which
came definitdy through norma aurd channds. Anger flared redly through hismind. That and fedling for
her. She was one on her own. He threw every atom of concentration into willing the current to reverseits
flow.

Hablon had stopped and was looking to hisleft, where Xenia's casket must be. There was a second's
dead silence and a movement from the right, where the operator was reaching too late for abaancer to
correct the circuit input and stop the blowback aong the ddlicate wiring of the cephal ograph.

There was asmadll plosive plop and an acrid stench of burned-out diglectric. Also, abonus, which she
could not have planned for. The unexpected reversal had tripped more than one relay. The magnetic
gripsat wrist and ankle had gone dack.

He knew without asking that she was experiencing the same and fairly shouted into her head. “Ouit.
Together. Over thetable.”

There was a confused impression of many heads turning and one guard, quicker off the mark than the
rest, whipping a carbine round to am. Then he dived for the shiny tabletop and crossed it in adiding
tackle that brought his hands to Hablon's neck.

Hisback crawled, expecting the hammer thump of an old fashioned dug tearing into itstissue. But the
guard had aproblem. Killing Hablon with the dien would make him nobody's friend. While he hesitated,
the good minute passed. Fetcher had dropped from the table and shifted behind the Generd with one
arm round histhroat in agrip that was on the way to lifting off his head.

Over the high shoulder, he saw Hocker, dower off the mark, stumble from a casket and walk blindly into
aGaramasian guard who clubbed him obligingly with the barrel of his carbine. But Xeniawas besde him.
Her lime green suit had been reduced to fragmentswhich fell away on thetrip and long incisonsfrom
throat to navel were running with glistening ichor.

In her hand, she now carried her own small knife, stained to the hilt with agreeny-yellow pus.

Leaning againg the box she had lately |€eft, atall Scotian wastrying to get an air ration through a severed
throat. Reptilian though he was, and amiserly user, it was alosing battle and he was giving up.



When the circuit blew, he had been listening to Hablon and had parked the knife conveniently in afleshy
part of Xenias shoulder.

Pulling it free and using it in the same movement had been pure thergpy to the Finganan and she was
actudly grinning like a pleased cat when she joined FHetcher.

Her knife probing a centimetre into the skin over Hablon's heart was a better argument than Fletcher's
neck lock and had the advantage that the man could speak, if he had any worthwhile contribution to
make.

Shesad, “ Tell them to stay where they are or you wed| surely die.”

Hablon, far enough on the politician's road to be incagpable of giving adirect answer temporised with,
“What can you gain? If you kill meyou will die. If you do not, you only delay your degth alittletime.
There isno escape for you.”

It was dl true. Fletcher read the resignation in Xenia's mind. She would go on with it. But she expected
nothing. The knife, when it left Hablon, would find abillet in her own breast.

The strap of the ding pouch he had carried was beside the foot of the table and he picked it out as
though he had known it was there dl thetime.

Movement towards them was gradua but definite. The circle was closing. Pedasun's eyes never |eft
Fletcher'sface. He would have moved sooner, but he had seen a persond advantage. They had nothing
to lose. They were fanatics. They might very well kill Hablon and that would be no bad thing.

Xenia sensed the movement as amental thing, which she could not see and repesated, “ Tell them to stand
gedl.” At the sametime, she shoved the knife afew millimetres nearer its beating god.

Fletcher had one limpet out and shoved the bag onto the table. He made rapid adjustments on itsface
and then balanced it flat on histwo palms as though holding a thin-shelled egg.

Speaking in the lingua franca, so that everyone could judge the Situation on its merits, he said, “I have
st thisminefor impact detonation. | only haveto drop it. Unless| can take it with me, we shdl al go

up.”

It saved Hablon from any direct veto. He could and did, however, begin to swesat. Higher command was
normally on aknoll, unprgudiced by persond discomfort.

Forward movement ground to an uneasy halt. Xenia said nothing, but there was asmall surge of optimism
on the E.S.P. link. Pedasun, nearest the bomb, took half a pace back.

It wasasmall gesture, but it set the sedl on belief.
Xeniatook out her knife and stood clear looking suddenly very tired and small.

Fletcher spoke again into the silence, “Walk over to the door, Xenia, seeif you can get Hocker on his
legs. I'll follow you.”

Shesad, “I'll try. But frankly you would be better without that one.”
Every eye on the set tracked them as they crossed the floor.

Every armed guard had unshipped a carbine and had it aimed at FHetcher's head. He could guessthe
caculaion that was running in each mind. Could any athletic type whip in and catch the mine asit fell?



Pedasun had made the same appreciation and spoke up for prudence. He knew of the magazine under
their feet. Sympathetic detonation would send it up. Time, as he judged, was on hisside. “L et them go.
They cannot get far. The bomb might just aswell go off outside.”

It was the obvious choice. Once in the open, they could be picked off in asafe place.

Xeniawas stooping over Hocker, dapping his cheeks with an open hand. When he stirred and sat up she
said venomoudy, “On your fegt, Lieutenant. Thees ees no time for lyeeng down. Queek.”

He dlowed himsdlf to beled away like adumb beast, shaking his head from sde to Sde, while hetried to
clear hiseyes of doublevison.

In the corridor, they ran agauntlet of guards drawn up aong either wall. But the good word had gone
ahead. There was no move to intercept.

Asthey took the dope of the ramp, Hocker sstumbled once against Fletcher's arm and audience
participation took aspira up.

Fletcher steadied the mine and centred it afresh on his extended palms. Xeniasaid sharply, “Waich
heem. That was suggested to heem. Those treeck boxes have atwo-way feed. Maybe they planted
someidess”

At the portico, Fletcher had knocked up the pace to ajog trot. Without check, he broke into aweaving
run. Order had been restored in the square and the leading car in the convoy had been shifted along, until
it tood hardly twenty metres off with its entry hatch open.

Hewasinside with hisbomb on the seat and Xenia crawling heroicdly over the hatch coaming, before
thefirst guards had cleared the archway.

Hocker standing outside said stupidly, “What's the rush?’

“We have ten secondsto get out.”

“Why?

“The second mine. It's set to blow anytime now. Get in.”

A racing assessment of the pandl, which was more familiar than that of atractor, and he was moving off.
Hocker was running back. He shouted over his shoulder, “1 have to warn them.”

Xeniastood up with atotal mobilization of al the strength she had |eft, steadying herself with one hand
braced against the roof. Her free arm flicked like awhip and Hocker dropped face forward to the tiles
with her knife buried to the hilt in hisback. Then they were surging for the gatehouse.

A fusillade ripped into the car's fabric and its plexiglass dome fell away in shards.

Ahead, the portcullis closed the way and Hetcher lobbed his bomb forward in an over-arm cast that hit it
dead centre. At the same, time, he crouched down, one arm pinning Xeniato the squab and dammed in
al the power they had.

Blagt, funnelling back, tore at the car. Small trash with projectile force hammered through its plating.
Famefilled the tunnd with afurnace roar and they hurled themselves for the heart of it.

Momentum carried them through. But the car was awrite off. Automatically fighting the controls, he got



leve flight for thefifty metresit took to ploughitsdlf inabelly diveinto thefalow fied.

Beforeit had properly stopped, he was out. Xeniadid not move and he climbed back into the smoking
wreck to find her.

Shelay across hisarmslike a sacrifice, streaked with carbon, hair snged and faling straight back from
her head.

It was light enough to see the adobe house over the dividing wal and he had crossed three furrows
towards it, when a seismographic ripple shook the ground and threw him to his knees.

Thelong wal undulated like a shaken rope. Still kneeling, he twisted round to look at the building.

Wallswere fissured from top to bottom and still moving out. A ragbag of artefacts was spilling from the
widening rents. Towardsthe top, the single figure of aman scrabbled like abeetle a an impossble angle,
logt traction and went into free fall. Dust and debris were pluming from the centre in amushroom cloud.

Fetcher struggled to hisfeet, but the smple mathematics of it wasimpossible. Before he could clear the
next fifty metres, the section of leaning wall would be spread flat over the areahe wasin.

The pump house had subsided in aheap of rubble. Petrel's car was running clear and then circling
towards him. Hetried to wave it back, but it came on.

Carrick had done the sum. There was no time for astop to take them aboard. He ran past, turned in the
narrowing angle of toppling masonry and came up from behind, two metres off the ground.

Fletcher heaved the girl over his shoulder and grabbed for the skids. Then they were airborne, with ajerk
that went afair way to didocating hisarms.

The draught of the faling dab fanned his back. The car's transom was a bare metre from the leading
edge. A percussive thump deafened him, so that he could hear nothing and it was only Adams face
hanging upside down from the floor hatch, that gave avisud clue that questions were being asked.

Hefdt Xenidsweight go from his shoulders. Then Adamswasthere again, gripping hiswristsand
helping him to climb aboard.

Carrick sad, “Diplomacy's not for you, Commander. Y ou're anatura born demolition man. For
godsake, what did you do in there?’

With amoving deck under hisfeet, Fletcher could agree with the first element in the proposition. From
first to last hisintervention on the politica scene had brought destruction. From here on in, hewould stick
to hislast. If Varley or anybody at al wanted an agent provocateur, they would have to find somebody
dse

He had Xenialaid out on the diagond of the freight bay and was swabbing away the slvery ichor that
welled from her incisions. How much blood she had logt, he could not tell. But none of the plasmain the
emergency pack would do any good. Petrel did not carry Finganan blood. Only amgor hospita unitin
Krigtinobyl would have the right setup.

Instant sutures checked any further flow. Shewas dive, but with what margin, he could not tell.

Carrick spoke again on adifferent tack which got an answer. “ Something gtirring in the heap. Military car
coming out.”



Unbdievably, it wastrue. Rising like a phoenix from the ashes, along olive-drab shuttle was nosing from
the dust pall.

Hetcher thought, “ Good luck to whoever it is. They've beaten the Satistics againgt surviva.” Then he
recognized the danger. It could be Pedasun or Hablon and the whole scene might be to do over.

He hauled himsdlf across the squabs to the pilot seet, “ Shift across. Adams, get into the bay and see that
Xeniadoesn't roll about.”

“A pleasure, chief.”

Then he was urging the overworked car to climb to its celling in atight turn that would bring them over
theruins.

Resurrection for the Garamasian shuttle was a hesitant and margina thing. It had lifted twenty metres
from the heart of chaos and was on the brink of failure. Panels tovein, plexiglass dome awry, it wasa
fugitive from the bresker'syard.

Fletcher had it in his Sghts and dropped like astone with the laser carving a bright lance path.

The glowing line diced dongitsaxis. It staled, dipped suddenly at the stern and fell away into the smoke.
Hetcher pulled out in a climb that settled him back in the bucket seat and rocketed out into bright day.
Almost dead aheed, abrilliant firebal was drifting down into the blue erichihoneus fied.

Petrel was coming in on ablaze of retro.

* k% k %

Cotgrave said, “Not another word from I.G.O., Commander. | guessthey've clamped right down on
Duvorac. That letsus out. | reckon we can rgjoin the squadron.”

The same andlysis had gone through Fletcher's head and he was not sure why he hesitated.

Xeniawas il out and visibly weakening, asmall, slvery toy figure strapped in his own acceleration
couch. He could not tell what time she had; but even Europa’'s sick bay was not fitted for dien
medicare.

It could be days before Varley ordered the squadron into Kristinobyl.

She was one factor among many and the book said only aminor one. There was a Scotian over the city.
He had no right to hazard the ship for onelife. Europa could blast the frigate before she was in range of
itsarmament.

Decison came at alevel below the conscious mind and brought with it a sudden clarification of dl the
issues asthey related to himsdlf. Whether it fitted any externa pattern or not, in the last andlysis, he was
loyd to anindividud and no system or ingtitution whatever.

Once sure, hewastotally concentrated and single-minded. He switched in the genera net and said,
“Commander to al stations. The Fingalnan girl will die, unlesswe can get her to Krigtinobyl. Therésa
Scotian blocking the vector, which hasto be shifted anyway in due course. I'm going to try. But | need a
navigator, an engineer, acommunicator and agunner. Therest can take the car and go overland, hole up
near the city and wait for the squadron. Press clearance tabsif you join me.”

Therewas a count of three and he swiveled dowly, keeping his eyes off the co-pilot's console, where the
indicator lights would show up.



Cotgrave said formaly, “ Co-Pilot to Commander. All systems go. Ready when you are.” Only then, he
looked across and saw the full bank of affirmative Sgndls.

Hetcher said smply, “Thank you all hands. Count down as of now,” and began feeding course datato
the main computer.

Therewas no doubt in hismind that as soon as he had cleared the ground by a kilometre, the Scotian
would have him pinpointed. It was all amatter of how soon he recognized athreat and broke station.
There would be a debate going on in the commander's head. If he had been told to Sit over Kristinobyl,
he might first try to get the order cancelled. Only acrystal ball would reach Pedasun or Hablon.
Eventually, hewould use hisown initiative. It dl depended on what that was.

That much was abundantly clear to Toron in Alope's crowded control cabin. Already, the unusud
selsmographic shock waves registered in the Vel chanos areahad put him on dert. As Petrel showed on
the scanner, action stations sounded through the ship. He beamed once on the private link for Pedasun
and raised only awaiting cdl. Intuition told him that the organization below was dl to hell. Somebody
should have known. Somebody should have been calling him with the score.

Petrel jacked hersdf another ten kilometresinto the gravigphere and Toron moved, calling for acourse
change that put hisreptilian crew on the edge of G tolerance.

The move was repeated on Petrel's scanner. Fletcher had expected it and broke the auto chain.
Working on manud, with his own fallible human computer, he reckoned he could offset the frigate's
heavier waight in insgrumentation.

Alope blazed through the space they should have been in with her main armament cutting a swathe that
would have dissipated Petrel inincandescent gas and Fletcher wasfighting aspird that strained every
seam in the corvettes hull.

Alope had checked, lizard-quick and was coming round for another run.

Fletcher caled for retro and the corvettes deceleration blacked half the crew. He asked, thickly, for
Carrick, in hisfire control, and got a burst of welcome profanity that showed the marine was il
operationd.

Alope's dive, which should have given her cone along sight along the corvette's spine, had taken her
down steeply amost dead ahead.

Fletcher, reduced to aliving extension of the machine under hishand, was on to it knowing that it was his
chance and that it was, in dl likelihood, the only one he would get.

Heflung Petrel after the diving frigate, with motorsin ahowl, as power went into the red quadrant for
overload.

Petrel camein like aprojectilefired at astanding buit, with the three rings of Alope's jackswidening asif
inazoomlens.

They were solid, black spiked rocks to shatter the corvette. Then they were splayed out, fragmentsin an
exploded diagram, and Hetcher was clawing for searoom to avoid the main wreck, ploughing through a
penumbra of fist-sized trash.

Damage control lights were winking on every console, Petrel was asieve with collision bulkheads
dropping in every module.



Fletcher had time to think that he had killed Xenia anyway, then he was manoeuvring to divefor
Kristinobyl's space port. There was gill another and if he let her get into the sky it could only end one

way.

Hetook Idron at her most defenceless. Her commander had belatedly redlised that Alope needed help
againg the corvette. She was ahundred metres from the pad, till blind in wreathing flame, when Carrick
raked into the narrow waist and settled her back in two broken cylindersthat rolled in flaming cartwheels
among the blast trenches.

Petrel blazed down on her old station. Grey coolant jetted out for amilitary planetfal. Before the gas
had cleared, Carrick and his marines were out as a bridgehead, facing every quarter, with heavy calibre
lasersat theam.

Fetcher was cdling the terminal. “1.G.O. command. Hear this. Any offensive action will be met by total
devadtation. Send out ahospitd tender. Alert Kristinobyl Generd for Fingalnan casudty. Priority One.”

Hetook her in the tender himsdlf, feding her cold to the touch and knowing that he could be dready too
late.

To Cotgrave, he said, “ Accept no orders from anyone. Not me. Not anyone. Blast anything that moves
within ahundred metres of the ship. Signd Varley and tell him you are sanding by.”

The streets of Krigtinobyl were dmost deserted and strewn with debris, as the tender swept through with
two outriders, wailing their Srensin an unnecessary warning to traffic which was not there.

The hospitd itsdf was busy enough, with alogjam of patient Garamasianswaiting for attention at the
street accident units. Black obsidian eye discs turned incurioudy to follow him as he walked beside a
whesled trolley into reception. Whatever e se, the xenophobic phase had burned itself out. Most looked
bewildered, as though they had wakened from a confusing dream.

When hel&ft her, with afull set of six doctors, fourteen nurses and an engineer to run an emergency
power system, he felt suddenly out of programme. The heavy duty laser he had carried as additional
argument was incongruous and he shoved it back inits clip. He paced about the small anteroom to the
theatre, knowing that if he stopped or sat down he would haveto givein to deep.

A half hour passed and there was no movement from the closed door. Once he had thought he could
hear her trying to say something, then it was gone.

A Garamasian orderly wheeled in atrolley with coffee and sandwiches and heredlized it was along time
since he had eaten any food.

Then there was the noise of severd feet in the corridor and amuffled argument in gobbledygook as
though the medica staff were putting up a protest.

When the outer door diced back, he expected a posse—remnants of Pedasun's crew still acting out their
brief. He stood balanced on the bals of hisfeet, willing up areserve of energy. There was sometruthin
the old gag that those who lived by the sword perished by it. There was never apoint in avendettawhen
both parties were ready to cal quits at the sametime. But it was Y olawith Termeron and an elderly
mandarin type, dressed in an expensive-looking caftan with around collar and abroad electrum belt.

Yolasad, “We guessed it was you. | have brought my father, Kaa ba, to meet you. Thereisno need to
threaten the city with your ship. Heisanxiousto talk with you; but | must trandate for him.”

Taken at one remove, Hetcher had time to study the Provincia Governor's face, while he spoke and



even before he had the meaning, he had judged that the man was sincere. Relayed by Yolain English, it
came down to apolicy statement that would please Duvorac for one, if he was dill batting. The recent
events had madeit clear to senior citizens of dl partiesthat government could not be left in the hands of
politicians. A new Nationa Front was proposed with good men of every party cdled in. Purposeful work
and aprogramme of reform wasto be the keynote. There was plenty to do and Garamasian traditiona
virtues were strongest when there was a hard furrow to plough. The abortive revolution had been atimely
warning. Hewas thanked for his part in crushing it in time. Nothing was said of the sabotage to thering.

But Yolaherslf was not entirely at ease. She at least suspected the truth, but was, maybe, prepared to
ligt it astheill wind and suspend judgement.

When they had gone, he sat down. There was no immediate threat. Tension had gone out of the
gtuation.

How much later he could not say, there was ahand shaking his shoulder and a Raggedy-Ann in awhite
smock leaning over the chair. Outsde it was dark and the hospita's emergency lighting left alot of
shadow. The blaster was out and jabbing for the shroud before he was fully orientated and the nurse
leaped back afull pace with agtartled “ Eek.”

Vison dearing, he said thickly, “ Sorry about that. How is she?’
“Y ou can see her for two minutes. Follow me.”

They must have whedled her out while he was adeep. There was a short corridor to traverse and then a
pause outside adoor, before he was ushered through into alarge room with panoramic windows
showing like adark star map.

Xeniawas lying flat on ahigh bed and turned her head to follow himin, asmal slver nude under aclear
plexiglass dome. Her voice spoke directly into his head with the text pointed by brilliant green eyes,
amog dl puplil, “Harree, | haveto stay here, five days. Then you weel be gone. But et does not
mattaire, does eet?| shall dwaysremembaire you. Weell you theenk about me?’

She had accepted that they would go different ways. Now he knew that it was so. For aslong asthey
held together in ahuman shell, they would be part of the texture of each other's minds. But there was no
ongoing future for them in any part of the Galaxy.

He projected back. “No, it does not matter. Yes, | shal awaysthink about you. Relax, everything has
turned out well. I'll bein again to seeyou.”

Then the nurse was saying, “ Time to go, Commander, she must not be over tired.”

* * * %

Dag Fletcher had one more call to make, before he could return to his ship and set about arepair
schedule. A V.I.P. shuttle took him to the I.G.O. complex and he found Duvorac sitting in his office as
though he had not moved since the last call. He waslooking greyer than ever under the temporary power
supply and spoke in carefully husbanded bursts of energy.

“Commander. Y ou have done well. The Situation has stabilized. We can look forward to better dayson
Garamas. Y our part will not be forgotten. | have spoken with your Admira. He agrees with methat it
would be tactless to bring the squadron in immediately. Give them timeto organize. Y ou areto stay here.
Four weeks to prepare your ship. Y ou are confirmed in command of Petrel. The enquiry has come out
with commendation for your conduct in the Terrapin affair. For the time being, you are the 1.G.O.
Military Adviser for this sector. | hope | do not need to apply to you. Any questions?’



“Only one. Wheat isto happen to the Fingalnan agent?’

“Xenia? When sheisfit to travel, say in amonth'stime, shewill returnto 1.G.O. H.Q. for leave and later
anew briefing.”

Riding back to his ship, Fetcher recognised her mind penetrating the night to speak to him. Tenuous at
thisdistance, it was no more than an earnest of infinite good will, afrail human gesture, at thisinstant of
time, againgt the cosmic backdrop of uncertainty.

Time anyway was till on their sde. They had amonth. When rightly considered, that was asfar asany
man would wish to seeinto the future.

He sent back asasignd, the single al-embracing service word for acceptance of the logic of any
Stuation.
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