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About Meyer Ml deven

Meyer (M ke) Ml deven was a civilian logistics technician with the United
States Air Force from 1941 until 1974. He was an aircraft emergency survival
equi prent specialist in the Pacific Area during Wrld War 11 and a technical
witer for several years afterwards.

During the Cold War he transferred to a USAF base in North Africa where he
devel oped | ogi stics plans for USAF-NATO energency nai ntenance of disabled
aircraft that would | and al ong the North African coast after returning from
mssions in any future war with the USSR During the U S. post-Sputnik
initiatives to create a national space program he critiqued aerospace

i ndustries' logistics concepts on future space systens organi zation,

i nfrastructure and support. Anong the studies he critiqued was ' Space

Logi stics, Operations, M ntenance and Rescue' (Project SLOVAR).

During the Viet Nam War, he was the senior civilian in the Inspector Ceneral's
Ofice at MOellan Air Force Base, a major |logistics installation near
Sacramento, California. As part of his 'added'" duties during 'Viet Nam M ke
was a hotline volunteer in a suicide prevention center and consequently, an
advocate for professionally-staffed 'suicide prevention' capabilities

t hroughout the entire Departnent of Defense. He compil ed docunentation,

publ i shed, and widely distributed copies of his book, "MIlitary-Gvilian
Teamwork in Suicide Prevention" (1971, 1985 and 1994.)

M ke's updat ed essay on suicide prevention in the U S. Arned Forces has been
included in his collection of nmenobirs, "Hot War/Cold War -- Back-of -the-Lines
Logi stics", which is at: http://honetown. aol . com yarnspi nner 7191/

nmyhorepage/ m litary. htm

Al so by Meyer Mbl deven

Mlitary-Cvilian Teamwork in Suicide Prevention Wite Stories to Me, G andpa!
A G andpa' s Not ebook

The Preface

"It is difficult to say what is inpossible, for the dream of yesterday is the
hope of today and the reality of tonorrow "

-- Dr. Robert H GCoddard

"There is no way back into the past; the choice, as H G WlIs once said, is
t he uni verse -- or not hing.

Though men and civilizations may yearn for rest, for the dream of the

| otus-eaters, that is a desire that nmerges inperceptibly into death.

The chal l enge of the great spaces between the worlds is a stupendous one; but
if we fail to nmeet it, the story of our race will be drawing to its close.”
-- Arthur C darke

The Prol ogue

The Present
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A conclusion in the Report to the Cub of Rone:

The Limts to Gowth states: "...within a tine span of |ess than 100 years
with no maj or change in the physical, econom c, or social relationships that
have traditionally governed world devel opment, society will run out of the

nonr enewabl e resources on which the industrial base depends. \Wen the
resources have been depl eted, a precipitous collapse of the econom c system
will result, manifested in nassive unenpl oynent, decreased food production
and a decline in population as the death rate soars. There is no snooth
transition, no gradual slow ng down of activity; rather, the econonic system
consumes successively larger amounts of the depletable resources until they
are gone. The characteristic behavior of the systemis overshoot and
col | apse. "

Jereny Rifkin, President of the Foundation on Economic Trends and the
Greenhouse Crisis Foundation, in Biosphere Politics: A New Consciousness for a
New Century (Crown Publishers, New York 1991) reports how industrialized and
devel oped nations exploit the sea beds of the world for their rich deposits of
i ndustrial mnerals and netals. He notes that the struggle between rich and
poor nations and multinational corporations over mnerals in the vast oceanic
seabed is likely to be heated in the years to conme, especially as reserves of
| and- based ni neral s approach exhausti on.

News nedia reported in Cctober 2000 that the People's Republic of China
announced plans to explore Earth's nmoon for useful substances. On Cctober 15,
2003 the PRC |l aunched into Earth orbit its first manned rocket.

In a speech on January 14, 2004 the President of the United States of Anerica
unvei l ed a new vision for space exploration. He called on the Nationa
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) to

"...gain a new foothold on the noon and to prepare for new journeys to worlds
beyond our own."

"We do not know where this journey will end," said the President, "yet we know
this: Human beings are headed into the cosnps.” Wiite House Press Rel ease,
January 14, 2004.

H#it
The Future

The Interstellar Mning and Tel eport System The System consists of two

term nals, each of which includes an integral, fully robotized capability to
conduct internal command-and-control, self-nmaintenance and repair, and

| ogistical, teleportation, conmunications and other functions and operations
essential to its unique mission. The term nal positioned in orbit above Al pha
Centauri is designated the Extractor and the term nal positioned al ong the
Solar Systemis rimis designated the Coll ector

The Extractor selects and draws pre-designated el ements, mnerals and ot her
usabl e substances fromthe Al pha Centauri star system and collects,

accunul ates, converts and channels the matter into its spunnel transm ssion
subsystem for direct interstellar transfer to the Collector

The Col | ector receives the product, converts it into its original form
identifies, classifies, quantifies and records constituents and nass; refines
and ejects the raw product for transport to and storage along the solar rimor
at a location that Authority determines to be nore suitable.

The Extractor and Collector termnals are constructed four mllion kiloneters
beyond Pl anet Pluto. During the Systems research, devel opnent, test,

eval uation, engineering, construction, |aunch and voyage phases, the terninals
are spunnel -1inked and tested both as separate nachines with their support
systens, and as the integrated naster schene.

During construction the Systemis linked to Planet Pluto, enploying mass
attractors, orbital dynamics controls and stabilizers, and other nmeans, as



appropri ate.

The System Authority possesses and Commands a Sel f - Def ense Force under Powers
del egated by the President of the United Inner Planetary System (Ul PS)

At | aunch, disengage the Extractor fleet fromthe Solar System s gravitationa
and ot her constraints enploying Planet Pluto's outbound orbital nonentum plus
augnmentation thrusters in a manner that the Extractor fleet retains its
integrity in transit to destination, and on station in perpetuity.

Position the Extractor in orbit above Al pha Centauri at a location
commensurate with data provided previously by drone scouts. Authority, at al
times, mmintains surveillance and exercises control over operations and
support systens, and anal yses of the Extractor's functions, structures and
equi pnent .

The Collector is positioned along the solar rim or el sewhere, as deterni ned
by Authority. The Collector is fixed to the Extractor's product |aunch nodes,
functions and operations, and to the Extractor's orbital dynancs at

desti nati on.

The Extractor, operating at destination, analyzes, selects, and draws
substance from proxi mate asteroids, conets, satellites, planetoids, space
debris, swarms, star surfaces, subsurface and other accessible bodies and
strata, reduces the substance to teleportable constituents (the product),

| oads the product into |aunch hoppers and dispatches it to the Collector

Critical to the programis success is timng the Extractor's |aunch

Pi ggy- backed to Planet Pluto during construction, the Extractor uses the
pl anet's orbital nmomentum for |aunch. The | aunch wi ndow i s precise and
short-lived along Planet Pluto's outbound orbit; there is only one | aunch
opportunity in centuries for the Extractor

Di sengaged from Pluto, the Extractor fleet accelerates along its course to
optimum velocity through integrated thrust of augmented thrusters or other
nor e advanced propul sion systens that are or become available in tine to
acconplish the Cbjective.

##

The Termi nals and their command and control, supporting research and

devel opnent schemes and projects, facilities, spunnel tel eport and ot her

| ogi stics and conmmuni cati ons networks, surface and space stations and out posts
is formally designated The Interstellar Mning and Transport System

Aut hority acknow edges that the m ssion, |aunch and assets acquisition
processes intrigued the whinsical fancy of the solar comunity during
pre-programdefinition studies and the System was ni cknaned

"Slingshot".

THE UNI VERSE

-- or nothing

Chapter ONE

The recon-patroller's |l eg and torso-pads fine-tuned their tensions as

Li eutenant Pete O Hare shifted position. His eyes ranged the banks of
flickering lights around him An aberrant indicator caught his eye and he

m nd- stroked a sensor control. Satisfied, he noved on; the greens held firm

Pl anet Pluto arced into view fromstarboard, half a mllion kay distant. The
nmottl ed noonlet, Charon, orbited the nother planet tightly. Only tanktown
Coldfield' s dome and its hard unblinking lights broke Pluto's drab crust. A
dozen or so rutted trails formed a network that connected encapsul at ed

out posts to each other and to Pluto's solitary city.

The recon-patroller's omi-directional screen displayed the huge cylinder that
floated in space behind him its gravity-enhanced rotation barely perceptible



to O Hare's vision. Five-neter high orange letters glowed brightly along its
bl unt bow and stern, and on each quarter sector of its exposed surface,
procl ai m ng the huge cylinder as the U PS SLI NGSHOT LOd STI CS DEPOT.

Space transports, no two alike, rode their magnetic-beam s noorings al ong the
Depot' s fl anks.

Space tugs and barges labored in all directions, taxis charged about, and
space-cranes swayed above dozens of platforms that protruded fromthe Depot's
hul I .

Levi at hans off-1oaded to barges as other ships in a multitude of shapes and
sizes grappled with cargo from fl ex-conveyers that snaked fromthe Depot's
gaping portals. Slender, nulti-arnmed space cranes raised and | owered crates,
bundl es and nodul es, and arranged, aligned, connected and di sconnected gear
and cargo in all directions.

Aggregations of netted or tethered girders, platforns, multi-neter-wde
condui ts in hundreds of shapes and | engths, and nodul es |inked by
stabilizer-beans crossed open spaces, pulled or pushed by robot tugs
controlled fromthe station's cargo control centers. In trains or clusters,
machi nes traversed the open stretches between the Depot's portals and nearby
transports in their final step toward a | ong journey.

The brightly checkered Depot slipped fromO Hare's screen. A depl oynment
station to O Hare and hundreds of his coll eagues, and to nore than four
centuries of his predecessors, the Depot was as much hone to himas his

per manent station afloat in space between Earth and Luna.

"Time," OHare silently flashed the code that opened his spunnel channel to
Keeper. "This is a Slingshot Tac Ops from Red Fox to Keeper. | amhot to trot
on Point Charlie off Fandango Force Fi el d.

Al'l coordinates green for Scout Operation Xray Delta slash Four. Tine for go
is 2112 slash 14

Solar. Keyed to transmit status on Spunnel Channel

9212, scranble 38. Confirm Over."

The response was equally silent, registered directly in his consciousness. The
message's clarity was unaffected by passage through hundreds of spunne
boosters that |linked O Hare to a shiel ded bunker beneath Luna's surface.

"Keeper to Red Fox. Your orders to scout Planet Pluto Zone confirnmed. You are
cleared to start at 2112 slash 14 Sol ar. Spunnel 9212 slash 38 is open for
your transm ssions. You are spunnel -psy nonitored by Spacetrack Ceres. Qut."
O Hare tensed, psy-blinked his view screen down to the instrunents vital to
his i nmedi ate m ssion, and ni nd-keyed several controls. The
fifteen-meters-1ong vessel, with a barely two-neter beam swooped | ow and
snapped into its run barely fifteen neters across Pluto's desol ate pl ains.

The view screen readouts showed subsurface galleries, several outlined in
irregular outlines but enpty, others reflected high-mass warship
configurations. He focused to adjust his instrunents for deeper penetration
Quite suddenly, O Hare's vision blurred. Hi s head and body swelled. In an
instant, his brains, bones and guts burst and splattered the cockpit as his
shi p expl oded.

##

Li eutenant Jake Ramirez smpothly accepted the target blip that registered on
his mnd-screen. It instantly displayed the target's di mensions, mass, spin,
vel ocity and coordi nates. As the data strung out Jake whistled, soft and | ow
He tapped the channel traffic override to the Depot's spunnel booster

"Spunnel Flash to Keeper. Switch to Scranble 2."



Jake flipped the key and, w thout pause, mnd-cast his alert.

"Bl ue Fox to Keeper on Scranble 2. Message keyed at 2115 slash 14 Sol ar
Request Spacetrack Ceres verify ship's position and readings. Field is about
one-fourth by three-fourths kay, depth one-fourth kay. No organics. Neutronic
penetray anal ysis shows that in addition to thernonucl ear power plants the
aggregat e includes machined parts configured to Catal og 11 |ong range | asers,
expl osi ve deconpressors, particle beaners and gun nounts.

| suspect this is a cache of contraband ordnance and spares positioned for

pi ckup by Planet Pluto insurgents. Orders? Over."

"Keeper to Blue Fox. Spacetrack Ceres confirns unregi stered objects proximte
your position.

Ceres' sensors verify the findings. Space Force concludes the stores present
an imredi ate threat to Slingshot. Your orders: Destroy the cache i nmedi ately
usi ng your Type K1 nucl ear explosive mssile setting: Baker Two Seven. Launch
at not less than 15,000 kay. Remain on station and follow up. Search out and
di ssol ve all residues; use your |aser-doubles at setting 8 Report when task
conpl eted. Your Tac Ops and psych systens are nonitored. Start now Qut."

Keeper's message sinultaneously |oaded into the recon-patroller's computer as
aut henticator for the mssion and denolition and | aser gun settings. The
conput er adjusted thrust and vector to bring the ship to the '"fire' point and
engage t he countdown and sequence to | aunch, armthe warhead, and follow up
M ssile launch was at six seconds.

Wt hout warning, the computer froze. The frame of the pilot's enclosure gl owed
red, then white. An instant later the ship disintegrated into thousands of
nmetal and conposite fragnents, and shards of what had been human fl esh and
bone.

##

"Flash -- Spunnel Transm ssion Priority One. To Suprene Conmander, United

I nner Planetary System Space Force, Earth Headquarters, from Keeper, Luna
Station. Attack report. Repeat: attack report.

Recon-patrollers R 19557, Red Fox, and R- 87265, Blue Fox in Planet Pluto
Speci al Zone on recon m ssions under Keeper control, were attacked and
destroyed by particle beans; attack times: Red Fox

212014; Blue Fox 215514.

"Beaners fired fromunidentified batteries, source Sectus Gorge, coordi nates
Grie5, Planet Pluto. The U PS patrollers were on directed Tac Ops m ssions:
cite our nessages to Red Fox and Bl ue Fox past hal f-hour, info recorded in Tac
Ops Actions Register, your Headquarters. Regret to informyou that no life
signals emanate from Red Fox and Bl ue Fox w eckage. Spacetrack Ceres wl|l
nmoni tor for survivors. Ship recovery and investigation teans di spatched from
Log Depot to both sites. Qut."

##

"Fl ash To President, United Inner Planetary System from Suprene Conmander
Space Force. This is ny initial report of attacks on two of our
recon-patrollers while on U PS-directed nissions in the Planet Pluto Speci al
Zone. No survivors. | conclude that Plutonian weapons destroyed both shi ps.

U PS shi ps and support stations sunside of Neptune hold on Defense Alert Level
Two.

Defense Alert One remains in effect at Slingshot construction site and

t hr oughout Pl ut oni an Speci al Zone. Details follow "

#it
"To President, U PS from Commander, Space Force.
Copy to each Senior Elder of the General Assenbly, to Mnisters of



Intelligence and Diplomatic Protocols, and to Slingshot Director. This is
followon to ny initial report of attacks on our recon-patrollers in Pl anet

Pl uto Speci al Zone.

Recon-patroll er Red Fox was destroyed while on assigned m ssion to scout
Speci al Zone to locate |aunch and support sites for spacecraft that present a
cl ear and present danger to Slingshot.

Thirty-five seconds later, sister ship Blue Fox, on directed survey of the

Pl anet Pluto Special Zone for unregistered space debris and contraband was
simlarly attacked and destroyed.

"Transm ssions fromthe patrollers Tac Ops systenms, and scansplays of their
external observations ceased instantly at tine of attack. Note that Spacetrack
Ceres' reports of the events, confirned by Keeper, indicate conclusively that
inthe last fewnilliseconds of functional stability before the ships

def enses were breached their danage report systens sal voed nmessage bursts to
spunnel boosters.

The signals confirmthat each patroller had been the target of |ong-range
particl e beaners.

"The m ssions of the two patrollers have not been conpleted. Al though the Red
Fox scout m ssion can be reschedul ed, we nust be prepared for an increase in
such attacks throughout the Special Zone. Blue Fox was four seconds froma

m ssile launch to destroy a cache of contraband, and was attacked before it
could complete the task. Consequently, Plutonian insurgents have now added
significantly to their already |arge stores of space weapons.

"Repeat al erts have been spunnel ed to Commanders of U PS ships, posts and
stations throughout the UPS, and to all UPS vessels that enter or are in the
Quter Region; also to ships under way, and at space and surface moorings. Note
that U PS ships en route to Slingshot, the Log Depot, and work sites have been
on Defense Alert Red since the Quter Regi on seceded fromthe old United

Pl anetary System therefore Slingshot readiness in their sectors renains
unchanged.

"This compl etes Conmander Space Force Attack Report."

Chapter TWOD

Rymer Camari, President of the United Inner Planetary Systementered his

of ficial residence's conference roomin a brisk walk, a |oose, gray
ankl e-1 ength robe draped about his thin shoul ders.

He nodded perfunctory greetings to his Mnisters of Intelligence and

D plomatic Protocols, and to the Conmmander of the U PS Space Forces as he took
his seat at the head of the long table. An abundant mane of white hair franed
his aged features; his stony glare reflected the rage they shared.

A panel in the wall slid upward to reveal a two-meter square well. A
cylindrical viewtank filled its available space. The tank cleared to the
United I nner Planetary Systenis standard sinulation.

Col ored and geonetric synbols glowed the real time positions of U PS planets
and their natural and artificial satellites and outposts, schema of space
traffic | anes, space spunnel booster stations, the Asteroids, and the twenty
Guardi an Stations equidistant along the Asteroids' outer perineter

Stroki ng a key enbedded nearby in the table the President brought the
Strategi c Concepts Conputer on line. "Conputer,"” he said, "integrate these
proceedi ngs into the database. Follow, analyze in depth across-the-board and
di splay."

Turning to the Space Force Comrander he said,
"What's the situation, Jin?" Hs voice was flat with the effort to control his
anger.

Admiral Jim Selvin, shifted his stocky torso about to ease his disconfort.
Battle-flinty eyes cast a quick baleful glance at his colleagues and turned to



face the President. Thin |lips, slashed across his rough-hewn face, twi sted as
he spoke.

"There's little to add to what we had an hour ago," he said. "Two good pilots
dead; two inpossible-to-replace patrollers destroyed."

Rubbi ng his chin vigorously, he grated, "W confirmed that the bandit beaner
drew back into an underground tunnel that cuts into an ice gorge south of

Col dfi el d. Their weapons' cache is even now bei ng approached by unidentified
tugs. No doubt that they're Narval's thugs and they're going to clanp a tow
beam on the stores and haul them off to sone subsurface storage or assenbly
shop. Once the weapons are assenbled, installed and calibrated we could be on
the receiving end of nore nastiness."

Leani ng forward over the table, he |ooked directly at the President. H s hand
transformed into a fist, and he pounded the table in cadence with his words.

"M. President," he said, "the real hell of it is we can't stop them and
we' ve got no one to blanme but ourselves. It's downright unrealistic to keep
our self-defense forces in the Special Zone so far bel ow what's needed to
protect our vital interests.”

"What do you suggest, Jim" the President shrugged,

"break our treaties with the Quter Region? Wiat'll that get us?"
Jimlooked directly into the President's eyes.
"But they're the ones violating the treaties,"” he growed. "If we've ever

needed irrefutable evidence, we've just had it rammed down our throats. W'd
better get off our duffs and do something."

Allen Dynal, Mnister for Intelligence, nodded in agreement, but did not
speak. His turn was comi ng.

Selvin | eaned back, turned his head to scowl at the view tank. Together, they
contenpl ated the form ng scene.

The Admiral's outburst had given subject matter guidance to the conputer. The
di splay shifted to the Planet Pluto Special Zone. Two tiny red lights flashed
rapidly at the coordi nates where the attacks had occurred. A steady blue Iight
tracked the hijacked stores.

Sel vin continued. "The entire sector fromwhich this attack was |aunched is
honeyconbed with utility passages and subsurface supply and mai nt enance
shops, " he said. "They date back to when our earliest construction cadres went
in.

The subsurface should have been returned to its original state when we had no
further use for the tunnels and galleries. W did start to collapse the ice
wal | s and overheads; obviously, we didn't get very far."

Sel vin sighed, heavily.
"Under st andabl e, " he went on. "Hundreds of junctions and cutouts were dug to
serve one-tine needs. They were never mapped. The sane can be said for
subsurface technical facilities. No question that many are still usable."

The view tank's inage blurred, then cleared to show a broad expanse of Pluto's
barren surface out to the planet's horizon. A white, steady glow identified
Coldfield, the surrounding red and blue lines identified scores of subsurface
passageways and rutted trails that curved away fromthe domed city in al
directions.

"There's no doubt that the underground passages and caverns are being used by
Narval as mai ntenance and operations hangars for his fleet,” Selvin said
returning his eyes to Camari. "Many have enough roomto accomopdat e nucl ear
energy capsul es, ship and equi pnent repair shops, and catapult |aunchers.



Pseudo-gravity enhancers during construction stabilized the floors.
Foundati ons are secured deep in the frozen surfaces, and bonded well enough

so that even under the planet's low density, they'll take the weight of battle
wagons. "

The silence hung heavily as Selvin glared at the view tank. Hi s voice rasped.
"They must have installed heavy screens in the overheads. Many of our
penetration readings are dim even with our nost advanced sensors."

"That's all | have for now, M. President," he said, |eaning back. Absently,
his stubby fingers drumred the tabl etop. He caught hinself and gl anced about
guiltily as he drew his hands back to the edge of the table.

Camari's eyes noved on to a sonber-faced anci ent who gravely returned his
stare. "Let's hear the intelligence review, Allen," the President said

The Mnister for Intelligence placed his clasped hands before himon the table
and spoke. Hi s voice was hoarse, |low and intense, and his eyes noved fromthe
President to Jim Sel vin, who faced himgrimy.

The view tank flickered, clouded and cleared to an overview of the Cuter
Regi on. The scal e reduced planets, satellites, and stations to the col ored
pi npoints of light with which they all were long fanmiliar. The computer
adjusted to focus on a nagnified Plutonian sector. The Uranus and Neptune
orbits, although contained within the tank displays, were cut out by the
conpr essi on.

The Slingshot Construction Site rode the rim

"Updating, the latest reports of mlitary construction, conmitnents and
political realignments anong the Quter Nations are om nous,"

Allen said. "They're pledging thenselves to each other through nutua

assi stance pacts and are building nmilitary spacecraft, weapons and support
systens to back up their agreements."

Poi nting thoughtfully with his right forefinger at his left palm Allen
updated the mlitary assets of each opposing nation, and correlated its
potential capabilities to econom c resources over the com ng decades and
centuries until Slingshot reduced the solar system s deficits. He wove into
his analysis the effects of orbital dynanmics on normal and spunnel transit
times fromeach I nner and Quter Region point-of-origin to the Slingshot work
sites.

He noved on to the status of weapons research and devel opnent, and identified
the I ocations of the Quter Region's weapons nanufacturing sites and mlitary
training facilities.

"The | ong-term defense of Slingshot through purely mlitary neans," he added,
foll ow ng a deep breath,

"especially in protecting our routes and the Log Depot, is, as Jimstated, not
possi bl e given the prevailing circunstances. The so-called nenbers of the

I ndependent Nations of the Quter Region are expanding their field of
operations, and they get generous support fromsatellite collectives and

i ndi vi dual synpat hi zers throughout the region

"Qur intelligence sources,"” Allen concluded,
"report that many supporters of Plutonian objectives are, thenselves,
descendants of the insurrectionists that fomented the dissolution of our first
i nterplanetary union. Now, it seens, their intent is to destroy Slingshot, and
us as well."

Al'len Dynal and Jim Selvin glanced at each other; they were not in

di sagr eenent .



Camari broke the hush that followed Dynal's words.

"We are well into an arnmed confrontation," he said.

"Nevert hel ess, whatever actions we take nust nininize destruction to life and
property, require no diversions fromresources allocated to Slingshot, and in
no way restrict Slingshot's construction and | aunch schedul es. ™

Turning his head slightly, he nodded at the last of his three advisors. Chan
Dahl, Mnister of Diplomatic Protocols, laid his nassive forearns on the
tabl e, palms down. His abrasive voice matched his heavy features and rotund
body. He spoke rapidly in summary fashion: offering little that was new, Chan
passed quickly over the diplomatic chasmthat had forned between the U PS and
the Quter Region after the dissolution of the first United Planetary System
He summari zed the conplex alliances that had evol ved anbng the i ndependent
government s beyond the Asteroids follow ng the secession, and noved on quickly
to the initiatives of his Mnistry to reconcile inter-regional differences.
"The issue of the transit fee is critical," he said. "Each Quter Region nation
has expressed vehenent inpatience to get on with its toll tax on the UPS for
each transport or other vessel that enters space contiguous to their planetary
and satellite orbits. They insist that such space is legally within their

nat ural boundaries, and that by nerely passing through, we trespass.
Restitution, they claim is in order

"Negotiations remain in |linbo. The inpasse will, quite likely, remain for sone
time. Qur position is unchanged: the fees that they demand are wi thout
justification, an extortion to which we cannot submt."

Thr oughout the di scussions, the Strategic Concepts Conmputer flashed a
continuing display. As each topic was opened for discussion the view tank
portrayed the correspondi ng regi ons, sectors, planets or satellites, shifting
fromone to the other as needed to clarify points under discussion or
acconpany the exploration for alternatives. The | ower section of the tank
regi stered the conputer's quantification of speculations by the President's
advisors, and their probabilities toward realization

Finally, President Camari raised his hand. He pressed a softly gl ow ng disk on
the table. The view tank cleared. Resting his chin in the pal mof one hand,
Camari gently rubbed his tenple with the fingertips of the other
"Instructions to Strategi c Concepts Conputer,"” he began. "Summarize the facts
adverse to our cause and our options for dealing with each. Arrange and rate
the options according to their probabilities for results favorable to the

U PS, and separately, favorable to the interests of the Quter Region's
Nations. Consider UPS linmtations in nonrenewable netals, minerals and other
vital reserves until Slingshot begins to produce. Take the options into
account and assume that Slingshot will succeed on schedule and will generate
sufficient refined matter over tine to neet the needs of both Regions.
"Project each option's draw down on resources comritted to Slingshot, and
estimate their inmpact on schedules. W nmay need to ganble here. Crank in the

| atest estimates on the years it will take for the Extractor to reach Al pha
Centauri, get organi zed around the job, go online, and begin to produce.
Conpute out to the time that we will have rebuilt stockpiles within the Sol ar
System "

Leaning slowy back into his chair as he spoke, Camari |owered his hands into
his lap. H s eyes noved fromone advisor to the other. They returned his gaze,
t he bl eakness in their eyes matching his own. "Try different conbinations
within the options and rate them " he continued. "Examne our treaties with
the other powers and status of current negotiations and pendi ng proposals.
Show how each option, which has statistical probability for success up to



exponent three can adversely affect those treaties or negotiations."

Camari drew a deep breath. "Wt need to take a fresh | ook at where we are.

W' ve also got to avoid political irritations that may exacerbate the
situation further. On the other hand, revisions to treaties and to our
positions at the negotiating tables may be essential. Slingshot may sol ve our
di sagreenments, but we cannot wait.

"Revi ew our readi ness and activation sequences consistent with our Quick
Reaction Capability to deal with contingencies in the Slingshot Special Zone.
Wrk up details on what needs to be done and by whomto upgrade our QRC
initiatives for each contingency that | keyed in as probable. Show costs in
still accessible resources separately and integrate results with rel evant
commitments and schedul es. Draft inplenmentation plans and execution directives
to commt resources. Update constantly, but keep all inplementation directives
on 'hold" wuntil | direct otherw se.

"W neet again in two hours,"” Camari, said, rising fromhis chair. "Conmputer
be ready to give a presentation on each option and its variations within the
paranmeters | specified and which surface through your anal yses. Doubl e-check
resource requirenents and schedul es, and tactical options and their possible
effects on U PS forces and assets in the Special Zone. Maintain current. \Wen
| select the course of action and authenticate themw th the Presidential

| mpl enent ati on Designators, release directives to inplement the decisions.
Monitor and report. This conpletes ny instructions to Conmputer.”

The President turned toward the door from which he had entered. Pausing, he
gl anced back at the Mnister of Intelligence.

"Allen," he said, "give me a rundown, within the hour, on our intelligence
assets throughout the Quter Region. | amespecially interested in your ability
to intensify earliest possible infiltration and disruption throughout Narval's
domai n. "

The door slid shut as he passed through. The wall panel across the view tank
cavity lowered as the advisors departed.

The Strategi c Concepts Conputer presented visual displays acconpanied by a
gently nodul ated audi o. The anal ysis was incisive, the coverage conprehensive.
At its conclusion, the President scanned the faces of his Mnisters and the
Conmander of the Space Forces.

" Comrent s?"

Scores of questions probed and tested the conputer's logic and concl usions.
Questi ons becane observations, which, follow ng di scussion, becane revisions
that, were instantly extended to corollaries. Often, objectives and prograns
were adjusted. Finally, it was done -- for the tine being.

Rising fromhis seat, the President's eyes took in his grim advisors. Speaking
softly, he passed decisions on several recomendations to his Mnisters,
Admiral Selvin, and into the Conputer.

Done, they sat silently for several nmonents, weighing the decisions' potential
effects.

Ri si ng and naking his way toward the doorway, Camari notioned to the Mnister
of Intelligence.

"I"ve read your report on our assets in the Quter Region, Allen. | have a
special task for your Mnistry."

He notioned the Mnister for Intelligence to join him They passed through and
t he door closed silently.



Chapt er THREE

The Watch Conmander drew a hand weapon fromthe rack, adjusted the power to
| ow stun, and checked the safety. He slipped the sidearminto the sheath at
his wai st and scanned the nonitors displaying his areas of jurisdiction

The agri-ecol bays and industrial shops of the Guardian Station were orderly
and busy. The officer's fingers ranged the consol e's keys.

Aud-vi z transm ssions from passageways, wardroons, and work and recreation
areas slipped across the screens in rapid succession. |nmates and guards noved
about, operated equi prent, or worked at their benches, each, in his or her own
way, putting in their tine on the station's business.

A keystroke brought up the ei ght people boarding the Station through the | ower
air lock. Two were station guards, their weapons sheat hed but retainer clips
di sengaged for instant wthdrawal .

A slight adjustnment brought into sharp focus the closed features of the three
nmen and three wonen in dun-colored coveralls, under escort. He studied their
faces for a nonent and turned away. The bank of screens shut down as he

st epped across the doorway of the cubicle that served him as both conmand post
and sl eeping quarters. He strode briskly toward a hatch at the far end of the
passageway.

The | ead guard, who had appeared a nmonment before on the screen, stepped off
the | adder | eading fromthe [ower |evel and glided forward in the Iight
pseudo-gravity foll owed by the six prisoners he had escorted fromthe
transport. The prisoners, w thout constraints, walked silently. Al had their
hair trinmred uniformy close to their heads. The nmen's faces were as hairl ess
as the faces of the wonen.

The second guard brought up the rear

The forward guard cane abreast the Watch Commander, stopped, barked a command
to halt, and turned to face his charges. They knotted forward, not
anticipating the order, separated and spaced thensel ves.

"OK, inmates," the guard grinned, "up against the bul khead, please. Rel ax.

You' re gonna get the official greeting to this paradi se of the outback."

Swi ngi ng about, he tossed a perfunctory salute in the officer's direction. At
ease agai nst the opposite bul khead, he watched benignly as his charges
shuffl ed about and lined up in no particular order. The guard at the other end
stood astride the passageway in a casual stance.

The Watch Commander cleared his throat with a slight cough to focus their
attention.

"I"m Lieutenant Malcolm"™ he said. "I run the Reception Center on this
station. You may or may not know where you are; let's be certain that you do."

The six faces stared at him One of the nmen in the lineup, third fromthe
head, shifted his gaze fromthe officer to the guards and back agai n.

A bit above medi um hei ght, ropy necked and thick-shoul dered he gave the

i npression of a male at ease, confident but wary. Below his gray-black bristle
of cl ose-cropped hair and space-bl eached brows his deep-set green eyes noved
on to calmMy scan the deck, bul kheads and corridor. He returned eyes to the

of ficer and the guards. He had the air of a |eader

The officer drew a deep breath and conti nued.

"The mani fest of the transport from which you just disenbarked |isted you as
‘cargo' transferred to this station fromthe tenporary holding jails of Earth,
Luna or Mars, or wherever you were being held. Don't |let being recorded as
‘cargo’ bother you. Oficial visitors and guests are passengers, prisoners are
cargo. If the transport's brigs were cranmped, that's the name of the gane;
they're not built for confort. Each of you did get a separate cell on board, |



understand. In that respect, at least, you all got better than routine
treatnment."

The last remark rai sed sardonic eyebrows on two faces in the line. The rest
remai ned i npassi ve.

Mal col m paused, then conti nued.

"Be prepared to be here for a while. You know your commtnment period. \Whatever
happens to you here depends on your attitude and your conpliance with orders,
and on deci sions by those conducting your rehabilitation."

Pacing the line he stopped before each prisoner and stared at himor her from
under bushy bl ack eyebrows. Rel axed against the wall, or tense and erect, they
returned his gaze. Inspection conpleted, he nodded at the guard astride the
passageway and turned back to address the line.

"You are inmates in the Social Rehabilitation Center of Guardian Station 15,
about five mllion kay outbound fromthe Asteroid Belt's rim or what was the
Belt before the space-niners got through with it. This station was the mning
operations center for this sector

"Qur internal security is good. We've had no attenpts at breakout in a dozen
years. In the attenpt that was made before then, the inmate didn't clear the
sector. When it was over, | might add, he was a bit the worse for the
experience."

Mal col m paused to let his words sink in.
"This prison,"” he continued, "is where the rehab systemconfines its high-risk
and special treatnent prisoners. Inmates include persons convicted of piracy
of spacecraft, smuggling controlled mnerals and ot her substances, theft of
government and inmportant private properties, hijacking, espionage, arned
robbery, gun-running to insurgents and terrorists in the Quter Region, and
nmurder. That's the short list."

The prisoner's faces remai ned expressionl ess.

"Bear in mind..." the Lieutenant reached the end of the line and reversed
direction, "that although the Guardian Stations are al ong the border between
the Inner and Quter Regions, we're far fromi sol at ed.

For exanple, this station's present orbital coordinates acconmodate |nner
Region traffic to the Planet Pluto Special Zone through both normal space and
spunnel express.

"Escorted I nner Region convoys regularly pass through this sector on their way
to the Slingshot construction site. They include hi gh-mass-|oaded cont ai ner
shi ps, construction rigs under tow and objects too large for the spunnel are
routed through this sector when we're |ined up

"Sometines they stop to pick up and di scharge passengers and cargo, or
technicians to service our specialized posts along the way and at destinati on.
W may have a hal f-dozen or so spacecraft alongside at any one tine, just
doing their jobs. Wen the noored ships are perceived as crowded, innmates
dream of stowi ng away to sonmewhere el se. That's no nore than a dream don't
underestimate our surveillance systens. You' ve been warned."

He pointed at one prisoner, then another in a jabbing gesture.

"Qur job is custodianship of those who can't adjust to the realities of our
society, and rehabilitation and training of those who can be hel ped,
eventually, to return to the outside world. There are other options for

i nmat es who have special attributes. You will learn nore of those in tine."

Pausi ng, he scratched at his jaw

"You are sojourners anpong us, and transient," he closed. "W will not abuse



you; on the other hand, we will not coddle you. W tell all new inmates, as
I"mnow telling you: cooperate, and you'll find your stay tolerable, resist,
and take the consequences."

A stern, hard stare, a shrug and his features rel axed.

"OK, that's the official greeting for all newconers. | know you' ve all had a
long, boring trip on a beat-up transport. | expect you'll want to unwind a
bit."

He gl anced at the forward guard, back agai nst the bul khead, and turned back to
t he prisoners.

"First, we'll get you into sonme decent quarters, and let you clean up and
rest. Get to know each other; you'll be together for a long tine.

"The guards will escort you to your core conpartment. Normally, you would have
started orientation and psy-phys testing i nmedi ately.

Your schedule is different. Your first orientation lecture will be in two
hours. Sergeant Jenkins," he notioned the |ead guard forward, "will escort you

to and fromorientation. Don't play games with him he knows themall."
"Al'l yours, Jenks," he said. "Mve 'emout."
Jenkins came forward, pointed to a hatch further al ong the passageway.

"Fol | ow nme. "

Li eut enant Mal col m st epped asi de. He watched the Iine nove past silently and
clinmb the conpani onway out of sight. None | ooked back

Lining up in loose formation at the head of the conpani onway and responding to
Jenkins signal the prisoners started along a passageway. The other guard
brought up the rear.

They crossed spidery overpasses that spanned busy workshops and agriculture
bays under cultivation

Peopl e and service robots nmoved about; the new prisoners drew few gl ances.
Jenkins drew themto a halt in a wide corridor

Ahead was a shimering force field. He murrmured words and pl aced t he pal m of
his hand on a dull conposite plate enbedded in the wall. The force field faded
to a haze. They passed through, and the haze resuned its shinmer behind them

A portal cane into view up ahead.

Jenkins notioned toward it and stepped aside as the prisoners passed hi mand
on through the opening.

The guards did not follow

O a sudden mnus their escorts, the inmtes clustered inside the entry and
stared about.

The conpartnment was generous by space habitat standards. Well-lighted, it
stretched ten neters fromwall to opposite wall. Parallel in the center of the
room a double line of four gray tables stood fused to the deck, each with
benches on each long side, simlarly immobilized. Evenly spaced al ong the wall
were curtained sl eep-privacy encl osures.

Behi nd partitions on opposite sides of the conpartnment were entries to two
standard wash-1avs. The furnishings were functional and cl ean

One after the other, the prisoners drifted off to inspect the enclosures. Al
were back in less than a minute; they silently kept distance from each ot her

The inmate who had so carefully exam ned the corridor while Ml col mtalked,

| eaned agai nst one of the tables and crossed his arns. He repeated his scan of
the conpartnent, but this tinme one sector at a tine, turning to take it all in
yet pass over each cell-mate that entered his field of vision. H s novenents
gave the group a focus; it was easier than to just stare at the walls and the
aust ere furnishings.

"I don't get this," the table-leaner | ocked arms across his chest as he spoke



with a puzzled expression on his face. His voice was low, flat yet courteous.
"W may as well get the formalities out of the way. Who are we? Nanes will do
for starters.

I"mBrad."

Faces relaxed a nmite. One of the wonen sat on a bench. The ice may have
cracked, but the silence held. Brad had their attention

Seconds passed.

" Hodak. "

The word welled up as a grow, low and runbling froma squat, muscul ar nan.
H s deeply enbedded eyes circled the roomfrom under a boul der-brow t hat
bri dged the space beneath his bald pate to blend with the stub nose, wide
mout h and crinkled skin of a seem ngly am abl e face.

"I"'m Zol an," said the third male. He was of medi um height, slight of build,
waxy features and a high brow with the pallid conplexion of a spacer. As alert
and tense as a coiled spring, Zolan | eaned agai nst a bul khead, eyes novi ng
rapidly fromBrad to Hodak to the walls to fix on an opposite bul khead.

"That takes care of the nen." A worman's voice, nelodious, dulcet. "I'm Adari."
Sturdy, tightly curled hair and chocol ate-toned skin. Her soft, rounded
features were dinpled, cheerful, animted. Standing near a sleep enclosure,

her grin was infectious. She brought |ong-absent grins, tw nkles and nods from
t he ot hers.

Repeating her nane slowy, she smled invitingly at the petite wonan seated on
a near by bench.

"My, aren't we cautious,"
Adari's grin. "I am Kum ko," she shifted her eyes to take in the others,
| regret to say that | amnot particularly pleased to be among you." She
paused, | ooked down. "Nothing personal, nmind you, it's just that | did have
ot her hopes."

Eyes shifted to the last of the group. Tall and slender, olive-skinned, she
paced the narrow space between the wall and the cell's central section

Her turn, no longer to be put off.

the little one said as she | ooked up and returned
"and

"Myra," she said flatly.
The sil ence cl osed back in.

Chapt er FOUR

The neeting hall was roughly triangular, the rows of formfit seats nol ded
into the deck which sl oped downward toward a slightly raised platformjanmed
into a corner. Alongside the platforma neter-w de view tank rose fromthe
deck to merge with the overhead. A single cable snaked fromthe view tank's
base and di sappeared into the nearby bul khead.

The six inmates entered, nilled about, silent, their features w thout
expressions. In their own tine, they each took seats, several enpties apart.
The first three rows renai ned vacant.

Hodak broke the silence. "The Blue Plate Special the Looie gave didn't sound
right," he grow ed.

"I want to know nore about what he was gettin' at with that crack about our
schedul e 'being different'."

Adari turned, eyebrows raised, to stare at himthoughtfully. She nodded slowy
and turned back to join the others to focus on a figure perched on a high

st ool beside the view tank.

He | ooked tall, despite his being seated. A slate-gray uniform covered him
fromneck to ankles; his feet shod in high-top deck slippers that matched the



shade of his garment. He wore no insignia. Long, crowded features and tawny
space-worn skin forned a face of planes and angles. His hairless head and | ong
hands | ooked |ike they m ght have been hacked from a bl ock of Mercurian
tuscanite and left to weather for a fewmllion years in the sun's glare.

The hall quieted. Satisfied that he had their attention, the man stood. The
nmere suggestion of height, seated, did not do himjustice. He unfolded like an
articul ated, mechanical crane. Fully extended, his towering frane rose nore
than two neters from heels to naked, gl eam ng scal p.

Hs first words took Hodak's chal |l enge.
"You wi Il know, Hodak." Hi s voice was soft, and carried the gravity of
aut hority.

H s eyes noved fromone to the other

"What | say here applies to all of you," he said.
"I will not answer all of your questions, but you will be told all you need to
know at this time."

He stepped down toward themfromthe dais, halting inside the curve of the
first row of seats.
"I am Ram Xi ndral ," he said, "your orientation |ecturer, your trainer and,
shoul d you need one, your counselor. | amalso your Control. Take specific
note of the term'control'. It has only one nmeaning: you are in a prison, but
fromhere on take no orders fromprison staff. You take your orders only from
me; | amnot 'prison' staff."”

"What the hell!"

Hodak agai n, bouncing up, down, up again. Adari, her mouth open in surprise
and al arm al so stood, paused, and noved to stand besi de Hodak. Zol an remmi ned
seated, his hooded eyes on Xindral. Kum ko shifted position slightly and
stared vacantly at the deck. Myra renai ned notionl ess, her face al so cl osed.
Brad, brows drawn into a frown, crossed his arns, waiting.

"Hah! This sure as hell isn't the standard orientation | ecture for new
inmates." Adari's jeering |laugh burst fromher in a sardonic cascade.
"No, Adari, it isn't," Ramsaid with a smle, "but hear ne out."

The hall was suddenly charged with tension and wari ness. Hodak renai ned on his
feet, bent forward, hands gripping the back of the seat in front of him
chall enge in his eyes.

Xi ndral clasped his hands behind his back. The gesture tightened his frame and
seened to increase his height. He faced away fromthem strode back to stand
besi de the view tank and turned. Hodak grunted, sat, nuttered under his
breath; Adari took the seat al ongside, |eaned in toward Hodak, listened to him
munbl e, and grinned, nudged and nodded.

"Details later," Xindral continued. "Let's get this first part over with. I'lI
talk. Cut in with questions if you rmust, and bitch if it helps; we'll get to
know each other better. If you take off on a tangent, so be it. I'll go al ong
withinlimts.

| didn't expect this to be a nonol ogue, by far

It'Il take a while, but you'll get the information I intend you to have."

An uneasy shifting about ensued. The prisoners weren't buying. Brad sensed the
apprehension in the others that he felt in hinself. Xindral's opening remarks
along with his aura projected form dable power despite his slender frane.
"Before we continue,” Xindral said, "know that you are not quartered in the
penal section of the station. The usual new arrivals don't get this sort of
attention. Furthernore, the lectures given to themare confined to station
routines. Their processing includes a fewtests that are evaluated for basic



intelligence and skills. It helps the staff assign themto shops, rehab
training, and eventually for return to the outside world.

You' re not that lucky."

Xindral's last words jolted Hodak back on to his feet.

"Look, whoever the hell you are,"” he runbled, jabbing a stubby finger at
Xindral, "let's cut out the crap about our luck. First the Looie, now you,
puttin' on this nystery act with fancy hints that don't nake sense. You said
we're allowed to ask questions. OK, here's one: aml| an inmate in this prison
or not?"

"You are, and you aren't," Xi ndral shrugged.
"That's my answer at this tine. As we talk, the picture will clear."

Xindral's face flexed into a grin.

The aninmosity in the hall was pal pable, exacerbated by Xindral's evasive
response to a fair question

As Hodak grumbl ed his way back down into his seat the elongated figure drew a
flat, palmsized control froma sheath fastened to his belt and pressed an
enbedded key.

The view tank's haze cleared to the standard sol ar schemati c. The scene faded,
replaced by a ring of tiny nulticolored lights: the Asteroid Belt.

"This display is tailored to the general run of inmates processed through
orientation, just to give theman idea where they are. Their famliarity with
deep space is often limted, so station lectures start with fundanentals.
W'l pass on this."

Brad tensed at Xindral's choice of words, and sensed the others had been
simlarly alerted.

He gl anced si deways. Hi s conpani ons, as he, stared at one another as if seeing
themfor the first time. Were they of a kind?

Xindral continued as if he hadn't noticed.
"A footnote," he said. "The Belt's been cleared of alnobst all rocks and
swarnms, plus the big ones that we couldn't use for outposts. As you may recal
fromyour school days, it wasn't easy hauling mcro-spunnel term nals around
the Belt and ramming rocks into the hoppers for transfer to neltdown and
refining above Venus.

"I'n short, the big space sweeps of five to eight hundred years ago cl eared
away nmost of the residue in Belt orbits that had no beneficial purpose and
were a hazard to traffic. The Belt was a good source for mnerals -- while it
| asted. "

He paused to key the instrument in his hand.

"That's done," he said. "What's left are only a few of the big asteroids, I|ike
Ceres. They serve both regions as Sol ar Spacetrack Centers, comunications

rel ays, search and rescue operations, space |anes debris collection teans,
urgent care hospitals, and for spunnel gateways nanagenent."

As he spoke the ring of lights in the tank flickered. Another ring forned,
evenly spaced rods, each glowing a contrasting col or

"The Guardian Stations," Xindral said, "have been in position for nore than
six centuries. Twenty stations; no nore are planned."”

The tank zoonmed in on five of the twenty rods in a quarter segnent of the ful



orbit; the rods expanded to formslowy rotating cylinders.

"The Guardi ans are apportioned anmong four generally equal sectors, any one of
whi ch serves the quadrant that it happens to transit at the tine.
Responsibilities and m ssions overlap, and are passed along fromthe station
nmovi ng out of a quadrant to the one entering it along the common orbital path.
Usi ng standard and hyperspace omi directional surveillance, each station's
primary job is to nonitor its sector: inward toward the Sun, and outward to
the rimand beyond as far as our technical capabilities extend. The service
areas change constantly in keeping with the alignments and dynam cs of planets
and their satellites, traffic-lane managenment, neutralizing debris intrusions,
and conventional and spunnel tel eport maintenance.”

Xindral folded hinself back on to the high stool as he spoke.

"After the political separation of the Inner and Quter Regions these Guardian
Stations reverted to us by the treaty. Formally, they serve only the Inner
Region's jurisdictions. Informally, however, the stations cover the entire
system to do otherw se would bring about enornous disruptions and disasters
in space traffic and comuni cati ons.

"The Guardians' functions include standard and spunnel comuni cations,

di saster relief, search and rescue of distressed spacecraft, intercepting and
di verting conets-of-hazard, neteors, debris and other threats to traffic in

t he space-ways that serve the Inner Region's space col oni es needs.

Oten the Quter Region's folks help when their interests are involved; just as
often they don't.

It's one of the prices we pay for this political breach, and one of the nost
frustrating."

Zolan turned to aima remark at Adari. She giggled and el bowed Hodak. He
grow ed and tw sted away.

Kum ko's eyes lifted fromthe deck to lazily roamthe bl ank overhead.

Myra's face openly played non-listener. Brad continued to observe Xi ndral
closely, glancing occasionally at the tank.

Awar e that he was |osing his audience, Xindral paused and stood quietly for a
nonent .

"Do ny words bore you?" He |leaned forward to take themall in. H s voice,
still soft, neverthel ess exposed a cutting edge.

Zol an | ooked at Xindral as he contenptuously gave the tank the back of his
hand.

"Who're you trying to kid?" H's challenge was cast low, tight. "I don't know
about the rest of these folks. | haven't asked any of them about thensel ves,
nor have they tried to check me out.

But you woul dn't have brought us together w thout first investigating us for
what ever your purpose night be. For exanple; you nust know I'm a space
conmuni cator. So, frankly, your ranmbling on like this not only bores ne, its
phoni ness is clear and insulting.”

Hodak sl apped his knee and | aughed. He pointed at Zol an, then wagged his
finger at Ram
"Commisn't ny beat,"
"but what he said goes for ne.

he said. Thumbi ng over his shoul der at Zol an, he added,

Xi ndral brushed the keys on the control and returned it to its case. The view
tank faded as he fixed his eyes on Zol an.

"Yes, Zolan, | amfamliar with your background."

Shifting to Hodak, "Yours, too." His glance wi dened to include the others,
I amwi th the backgrounds of you all."

as

In response, the prisoners silently glared defiance.



"Zol an's observation is correct and on point,"

Xindral said, ignoring their disdain. "W're not fooling one another. Sinply
stated, you have nuch in comon. You are professional space nen and space
worren, and highly qualified at that. Your skills and resourceful ness remain
with you and | am aware of them"

Sl ouchers strai ghtened. Hodak and Adari | ooked around and their faces broke
into grins, which were returned. Tension remained, but subtly altered.

"A couple of points,” said Xindral. "First, you are all from sunside of the
Belt and you are not known, as far as ny sources can determ ne, where | don't
want you to be. Second, together, you represent a cross-section of space

pr of essi ons and experience vital to the success of an inportant and urgent
task. What you are going to be asked to do will place your lives at risk. You
will need to rely on each other, personally and professionally, under
difficult circunmstances."

Brad had enough.

"Now let's just wait a mnutel"

Brad was on his feet, instantly joined by the others.

Xindral, head cocked slightly to one side, sat and |istened.

"Zolan said it first," said Brad. "None of us speaks for the others, so what |
say is for nyself. Who are you to force nme -- us -- into a life-risk

si tuation?"

The words, tightened in |ong-suppressed rage, spewed forth.

"You just counted off a couple of 'points'." Brad raised his hand, index
finger raised. "Now here's one for you. |'m here because | was convicted of a
so-cal | ed of fense agai nst society. No way do | consider nyself a crimnal
furthermore, | don't know if these others,” notioning in their direction
"consi der thenselves criminals or not.

Again, | say, not ny business. |I'mhere to serve a prison sentence, and that
doesn't include doing odd jobs where ny Iife goes on the line."

Brad and Xi ndral faced each other across tension-charged space. The nonentary
confrontation passed, Brad, obviously fed up with Xindral's evasions, crossed
his arms across his chest and waited. The tall man studied him

"Your point is well made," he said. "You have forced the issue forward, and
your chal |l enge nmust be answered before we go nmuch further

Here are a few of the pieces. Think about them™

He stepped back on to the platformand took his seat.

"You were selected only after a searching investigation into your
backgrounds, " he said.

"We considered your records, personalities, and your capabilities: phys and
psy, professional skills, job performance, resiliency, whatever the task I
assign to you will likely call for

"You are now a U PS task group, for want of a better designation. One of you
wi || be appoi nted Commander. You will be given a job to do. You will depend on
each other in nmost difficult circunstances: your records for reliability under
stress were anong the selection criteria.

You were acceptabl e.

"As to your appointnment, that was nmade by an authority outside this station,
actual ly, outside the Correctional Service of which this penal institution is
a part. Fromthe time you were noved into the holding cells for transfer here,
you cane under the jurisdiction of a Mnistry that is involved with the nost
vital interests of the U PS.

The specifics of your mssion will be covered in our next session."”

"The hell you say." Hodak bounced again. "You're still dangling us on a



string. Lay the whole bit out. Now "
Nods and grunts foll owed Hodak's demand.

"Very well," Xindral said, after a short pause.
"Actually, there's no reason to delay your marching orders."

H s voice flattened.

"By direction of the President of the United Inner Planetary Systemyou are
appointed to the Strategic Penetrations Detachment of the Mnistry of
Intelligence. Your unit identifier is 'Sentinels'.

Your unit commander is Brad Curtin, present.

"Copies of your orders are in a secured file in the Mnistry of Intelligence.
A copy is tenmporarily posted in your core conmpartnent. Wen you read it, note
that all requests for rel ease or reassignnent are denied.”

Xindral folded back into his normal, slightly bowed posture. H s audience,
frozen, stared at himbl ankly.

"That's it for now" Xi ndral ordered, the flatness gone. "Return to your
conpartnent and report back here in an hour. Brad, please stand by."

Chapter FIVE

H's jaws cl anmped tight, eyes glaring, Brad sensed his conpanions rise to their
feet around him

Kum ko first, stood and wordlessly glided to the closed passage portal. Her
back to the others, she waited for the panel to clear. Zolan, on his feet,
nmout h agape, stared at Xi ndral.

Adari, still seated, gawked in bew | dered disbelief fromXi ndral to Brad to
Hodak. Hodak gl owered, gestured rudely and cursed furiously and |oudly.

Myra stood, silent behind an icy mask. Xindral, perched on his stool, arms in
his lap, inpassively observed their reactions.

The scene held for several seconds. Xindral broke the silence.

"Your formal orientation and training begins when you return. First | rmnust
speak with your Conmander

Pl ease excuse us."

He turned and touched a di sk on the bul khead. The entryway cl eared and Jenkins
appear ed.

"Escort our friends back to their conpartnment, Jenks. Commander Curtin will
remain wth ne.
Return the group in an hour."

"Yes, sir."

Myra, Adari, Hodak and Zolan mlled about for a noment, then joined Kuni ko at
the portal. Passing through, they spoke and gestured animatedly to each other
The portal clouded over

Xindral hefted his stool forward, placed it al ongside Brad, and folded his
long frane onto it facing the view tank.

"Just so you know, Brad," he said gently, bridging the silence between them
"those of us who work in Strategic Penetrations carry no formal rank. If we
did, yours would be the equivalent of a Lieutenant Conmander in the United

I nner Planetary System Space Force. M ne would be a notch or so above."

He shifted his frame about and bent a long leg to bring his foot up to the
lower rung. His tone shifted into neutral. Cool



"My friends call me Ram OK?"

Brad nodded, eyeing him Ram drew back a bit and contenplated the control in
his grasp. After a nmonent he stroked the keys. A rainbow of colors swirled and
drifted off, replaced by an ash-gray sphere. Planet Pluto spread across half
the tank with its flat stretches of nethane frost broken by |ow jagged
chasns, hillocks and craters. Charon and the Slingshot Logistics Depot hung
of f near the edge of the tank's flattened top

Brad gl anced at the scene, and back to Ram

"Brad," Ram spoke slowy, quietly, "a trite expression, repeated all too often
during our history, is 'humankind now faces its greatest crisis'. The
statement has been declared so often across the ages that it's |ost neaning,
obvi ously because it changes in context and perception from one event, century
or millenniumto the next. | suppose those who said it, believed it.
Neverthel ess, even if the term'crisis' never really applied in the past, it
does in these times for humanki nd's destiny.

"The deficits in our nonrenewabl e assets, and the nmany other natura

subst ances we depend on, if not resolved within the next few centuries, could
force us back into caves, and | don't use that word 'figuratively'. Ceramcs,
conposites, and other substitutes are fine as far as they go, but they do only
atiny part of the job.

"We' || soon be running short of substitutes for our substitutes. Building

bi gger and better colonies in space over the past thousand years or so has
consunmed far nore of our resources than expected.

Earth is alnpbst barren and nany space colonies in both regions can no | onger
nmeet exi sting needs fromheir regions, let alone those of the future.

"I'n short, our dispersed civilizations nust have access to sources for

m neral s and other industrial substances, not only now but in perpetuity, in
order to survive and evolve. Qur species isn't built to accept inactivity or
slipping backward. If we don't nobve on to sonething new and chal |l engi ng, then
we'll drift into extinction. You' ve heard this all dozens of tines; | won't
dwell on it further."

Ram st ood, paced, and turned his head to keep Brad in sight as he paced and
reversed direction. Brad's eyes fixed on the view tank and stayed there.

There was not hing new in Rami s words, so far.

"Slingshot schedules are in their nost critical phase. W have a | aunch w ndow
for the Extractor.

It's not much of a window If we mss it, Slingshot fails. It's that sinple.
The [ aunch cannot be aborted; there'll be no second chance. People across the
system by the mllions, are committed to the schedule. You, and your crew now
serve in that legion."

"What's going on here?" Brad cut in. "Are you telling me we've been pressed
into this job with no choice of our own?"

H s anger showi ng, Brad thunbed over his shoul der toward the entryway, then at
hi s chest.

"Tell me, Ram" Brad denmanded, "how did it happen that we six, three nmen and
three wonen, are here at this tinme for this purpose?”

"We'|l get to that in time." Ramsaid, "l've reviewed your trial record, but
I'"d like to hear it fromyou -- straight. Wat happened?”

Brad stared at Ram for several seconds, obviously making up his mind. Finally,
he shrugged, and contenpl ated hi s hands.

"Well, then you know | was Captain of a space freighter," he began. "My job



was to transport high-mass mning equi prment, ores and refined stuff between
Mercury, Venus and Luna.

"When this nmess happened, we were Luna-bound with a full |oad of worn out
track-1layers, rock-crushers, drill robots, filters and other tools in the
forward and aft storage bays, and ingots well-secured in stress-certified
conpart ments.

The ship was at capacity, but within legal linits.

Mass and bal ance had been certified by Space Traffic Control before they

cleared us from Venus orbit. The ship was in order

"W were only about twenty-million kay fromthe Luna Space Traffic Contro
Zone, but still in max drive. Plenty of time to kick-in vector and

decel eration prograns. "

Brad paused, shifted position, rubbed his jaws, sighed deeply, glanced

si deways at Xindral and, his voice tighter, continued.

"That's when that strung-out jock in a space-buggy took us on for a ganme of

' chi cken'.

"The buggy was a single-seater, tiny, barely ten neters bow to stern, but the
way she whi pped around us, it was plain to ny duty officer that she was
charged by a nicro deep space drive

My duty officer hit the alarm | got to the bridge within ten seconds after

t he buggy's first pass.

"I checked our status and proximty-to-mass in vicinity; then nmy ship's scope
anal yses of the buggy's thrust and gyrations. She was obviously over powered
for mass, especially in the confined |anes plowed by slow freighters |ike

m ne.

"My three-hundred-neter freighter with all storage bays packed bul khead to

bul khead with high mass, is barely maneuverabl e under the best of

ci rcunst ances.

Evasi ve action agai nst sone hot shot in a souped up space-buggy was out of the
guesti on.

"It got worse. Not only did the jock ignore ny warnings; he lined up al ongside
nmy bridge and danced on his thrusters. He flipped fromrelative vertical to
hori zontal, then corkscrewed us | engthwi se fore to aft and back. To add
insult, he whirled his buggy on its tail l|ike a damm dervish, right al ongside
where | stood on my bridge and then cut across nmy bow. That hotshot was one
good pilot, I'Il grant himthat.

"After a mnute or so of that, the buggy circled ny ship, close. The pil ot
probably |iked what he saw, because he surface-snaked us again bow to stern
That must have been boring; he peeled away, tore ahead a quarter-nillion kay,
skewed around, and cane straight at ny bow, curdling space. Wen collision was
j ust about unavoi dable, he did an up and over. In doing that, he cut us nuch
too cl ose, snapped off a dozen masts, sensors and nav gui des.

"The jock nmust have gone berserk; he took us on for full 'chicken'. He shot
ahead about a million kay, flip-flopped, and cane at us head-to-head, taunting
us with his collision signals. Qur conputer showed himas boosting all the
way. "

Anot her | ong pause. Brad | ooked directly at Xi ndral

"W collided, head on," he said. "That brightly colored, beautiful little
flitter buried itself deep in our forward cargo bay. My rescue team went in,
but we knew ahead of tinme what we'd find.

It was there: chunks of netal, shards of bone, and scraps of flesh splattered



on mning gear, rock-crushers, and other odd pieces of equipnent.

"The Space Guard hearings were followed by a quick trial. The jock was the son
of a politician, so here | am"

Brad | ooked away, then back at Ram
"Your turn," he said. "Wat's the story on how we becane the 'chosen' ?"

"The selection was certainly not random" Ram stood and stretched to his ful
hei ght as he spoke. "Despite the billions of citizens in the UPS, we're al
tagged and catal ogued. It's a sinple job for the computers to correlate any
uni que manpower requirements the government might have to the U PS index,
cross-check phys-psy profiles, professions and technical skills plus

experi ence, conpetence, reliability and anything el se that we crank in as
rating factors. You mentioned 'three nen and three wonen'; your nission can
not excl ude gender conpatibility consistent with the prevailing psychosoci al
construct -- this is what we are.

"I'n ny line of work, our data bank produces an optimal selection of
personalities, skills and identities for the best possible teanms we ni ght need
to support our contingency plans. AOd stuff; we've been doing that throughout
hi story. Wiy you fol ks? The computer sel ected you, showed where each of you

was | ocated and why, and that you were all, shall we say, relatively unknown
and avail abl e.
None of you will be nissed.”

Brad and Ram | ocked eyes as Ram added, "As far as the mi ssion goes, you and
your coll eagues were sent here for confinenment and rehab, whatever the reason
and however rehab was to be done. It's just that your team has been diverted.
Coddl i ng and ot her anenities of confinenent are not part of our program |If
you feel you're being treated unfairly, that's unfortunate. We need every
qualified man and wonman we can get. The prinme requisite is that the team
meani ng you and your col |l eagues, have and share the intelligence, initiative,
guts and whatever else it takes to do the job."

"That's another point right there," Brad shot back. "You've assigned us a

m ssion, you tell us it's dangerous, and then add, as an aside, you've judged
us up to it, whatever in hell that's supposed to nmean. But let me tell you, if

I"'mthe guy to run it, | want to know a lot nore. |'ve got to have confi dence
each team nenber will be there when the chips are down. So, what can
expect ?"

For a nonent, Ram gazed shrewdly at Brad. His eyes tw nkled, and his features
nmustered a sly grin.

"You seemto have slipped into the role of team Comrander," he said.

Brad | ooked away, hesitated a nonent, and rubbed his jaw thoughtfully.

"Well," he said, "I agree with what you' ve said about the ness we're in. No
question in ny mnd that Slingshot is our only option. Cbviously, | have
not hi ng el se on ny schedule. Just doing tine in this tin can would be a bore.
But that doesn't justify your pushing ne -- us -- around. OK, that's said,
let's get back to ny crew. I'll not pry where |I've no business to, but who are
t hey?"

"Their psychol ogi cal profiles are available to you," said Ram "I agree,

you'll know all you need to know about themto get the job done. | can give

you a qui ck rundown on each now, if you w sh."
"1 do."

"Myra is a logistician and a Medic certified to Level 4 in space-rel ated
trauma, physical and psychol ogical. She was Med-Exec to a research teamin a
m ni -tank town off Venus. Sonmehow, she got involved with the | eader of a gang
runni ng controll ed substances around the I nner Region. When the net was pulled
in, there she was. Tried as an accessory and judged guilty. Nowhere near



crimnal in ny judgnent. She's quite bitter because she was used, and then
convi cted and sentenced on what she feels are false charges."

"l understand her bitterness."

"Not hi ng we can do. Your engineer, Hodak, is a damed good heavy-duty
spacecraft mai ntenance engi neer. Al so |lots of experience on a broad range of
space support equi prrent used in surface ops.

He's been all over the Inner Region, and worked on Ceres where he was the
spaceport's Chief of Mintenance for about ten years. Got into a fight off
Mars while on R & R and killed a guy. Convicted of manslaughter. He's an
expert in the martial arts and in using exotic weapons. Space-w se."

"Under st ood. Next ?"

"Zolan. As he said, a communicator and, | mght add, fromway back. As a
child, he was classified 'gifted" and treated accordingly by the system

At the age of twelve, he cane up with design refinenents for spunnel cracking
and transm ssion that rai sed eyebrows anong the top pros in the field. H's
skill caused his downfall: he was convicted of illegally penetrating and

nodi fyi ng a database that was integrating a highly sensitive project. Just

enj oyi ng the chal |l enge, he cl ai ned.

The project engineer didn't get wise until too late. During the trial he told
off his former bosses; called theminconpetent and not qualified to pass
judgrment on himor his work. Anyhow, he got a couple of years to cool off."
"Does this job call for his kind of communicati ons expertise?"

"Yes, and nore. Zolan is an extrenely inportant asset for your m ssion. You'l
agree, | think, when we get to your orders and the operation. | should add
that, when your training is over, you will all be good conmmuni cators. But
Zolan is at the hub."

"That | eaves Adari and Kum ko. Wat's their input?"

"Adari is your navigator. She knows both Regions like the pal mof her hand,
and her record shows she's well versed in nav for the entire system She got
drunk on duty and borrowed the ship's recreation funds w thout pernission to
have a ganbling holiday on Luna's Station Vegas. She returned broke as well as
hung over. To add to her problens, sone joker on Vegas gave her a whiff of
Titan's deep strata gas.

Al most bl ew her m nd, but she's OK now. Spent a year in hospital on Guardian
18. No pernmanent damage. Now, she's doing time on the funds charge.

Excel | ent navi gator and gutsy."

"Kum ko?"

"Ah, little Kumi ko," Ramsmiled. "Last, but far fromleast. Kum ko is a former
officer of the UPS

Space Force and an expert in space arnanents.

She can break down entire systens, and repair and reassenbl e them

bl i ndf ol ded, fromm cro-niniatures to the big stuff. For sone reason, her

tal ent made her rather defiant of authority. Took manual control of her ship's
guns when her patrol's sensors tagged unknowns inbound across no-mans-1|and
sunsi de of the Jovian orbit. The unknowns were under a heavy screen and

woul dn't cooperate with the Space CGuard's self-identification requirenments.
Her Conmander told her to punch a tiny hole in the screens, just enough to
identify.

"Instead, she not only blew the screens away, she scorched the bow of a U PS
cruiser on a classified mssion. The cruiser was out-of-1ine, of course; they
shoul d have responded to the query; protocols call for themto do so. But

Kumi ko went too far.

She was forced to resign fromthe Service, and offered a choice to either join



a penetration teamto the Quter Region or work in an arsenal under tight
supervi sion. She made her choice."

"Quite a group.”

"All different, yet six of a kind," he said. "None of you, by far, are
har dened of fenders of the | aw

The crimes you were convicted of were, how shall | put it, less than
deliberately malicious."

"Hah!" Brad's bitter snort curdled in his gullet.

Xi ndral shrugged. H s manner changed; ti ghtened.

He notioned toward the view tank

"Let's get on with it, Brad," he said. "There's a ot we need to cover."

Chapter SIX

Brad | eaned back, drew his legs in and stretched them straight, heels to the
deck. His eyes followed Ramto the dais and as he turned to face him

"You and your crew will start intensive training in intelligence operations
usi ng our nost advanced nethods. It will cover infiltration, interrogation
psychol ogi cal defenses agai nst psychic probes and ot her neans that m ght be
used to acquire information fromyou, under duress or otherw se.

You will absorb intelligence counterneasures and counter-count er neasures,
identification of mlitary spacecraft and weapons used by both the U PS and

I NOR, analysis of our nmilitary capabilities and those of our adversaries,
covert communi cations through conventional, unconventional and spunne
channel s, and other tricks of the trade. Your quick reaction reflexes will be
enhanced t hrough nmeans that will not be apparent to you."

"What does that |ast part nean?"

"Il get toit. First, your mssion. Your escape fromthis Station has been
arranged. The pieces are being noved into place. Your imrediate destination is
tanktown Col dfield on Planet Pluto."

The view tank's inmage of Pluto expanded as did the gray-black contrasts of the
pl anet's surface.

A white light in a nottled area blinked, drawing Brad's nonmentary attention

H s eyes returned to Ram

"Your initial field of operations is centered in Coldfield,”™ Ram pointed to
the Iight. "Were you go fromthere depends on the contacts you devel op and
how wel | you exploit each opportunity. The tank town has a permanent

popul ati on of about fifty thousand plus about ten thousand transients.

Mx with the transients for starters.”

"Cet to the mission, Ram" Brad cut Xindral short.

Ram si ghed. "We've sent a succession of fornmal diplomatic mssions to | NOR "
he said, "including a few to the renegades that now run Pl anet Pl uto.

W' ve asked themrepeatedly to not interfere with the Slingshot program W've
enphasi zed to each | NOR government that Slingshot is as inmportant to them as
it istous. They're not listening. W're still pressing diplomatic means,
meanwhi |l e, our logistics is being disrupted by Pluto's President Narval's
hood| uns. "

"How does this teamfit in?"
"If we send in a mlitary force to sweep away these scoundrels, our action

will be seen as an inperialist intrusion into the Quter Region. It will create
such resentnent anong the governments out there that the Slingshot schedul e



cannot hel p but suffer serious harm Getting INOR s cooperation will also
becone nore difficult than ever

"Maybe, if we gather enough hard evidence of a conspiracy and confront them
with it, they' Il change their ways. Right now, they're blamng the attacks on
parti sans over whomthey say they have no control. W don't buy that. We need
you to gather and send confirmations to us and, while you're doing that,

di srupt the plans and weapons bei ng marshal ed agai nst us. Use whatever
initiatives you can devise on site. Go where you need to, do whatever it takes
to frustrate our adversaries."”

"\What happens if we fail ?"

"Failure is unacceptable. As long as you or any of your people are alive and
useful to us we'll get through to you and we'll expect you to keep us current
on devel opnents. "

"Big order."

"Yes, it is.

"I am or rather, | was, skipper of a space freighter," Brad said, tenting his
hands. "1 know al nost nothing of mlitary operations, intelligence gathering,
and especially covert actions, whatever those might entail. I'mnot famliar

wi th space weapons except for garden-variety small arms. Qther than Kum ko, |
gat her that the menbers of this team are not experts in the weapons and

expl osives we are likely to encounter or use. You're sending us in against a
rough crowd, fromthe way you describe them Aren't you risking a |lot on us?"
"Absolutely."

"I refuse.”
"You're not being given the choice. Neither are the others."

"I can wi thhold ny cooperation."
"I repeat, Brad, you have no choice."

Ram paused, eyeball to eyeball with Brad, whose eyes had gone cold. Ranis
voi ce went as flat as when he had read the group their orders.

"You wi |l be psychol ogically adjusted as you progress through this

i ndoctrination. The 'adjustment', for want of a better term is necessary for
several reasons. It applies to the entire team"”

Brad stared.

"What does that nean?"

"Just that we can't afford to let normal human weaknesses and scrupl es
interfere the mssion."

"The hell you say," Brad raised his voice. "You're telling me we're
expendabl e?"

"You're in covert intelligence work, Brad, and you'll be in the eneny's canp.
Doesn't that answer your question?"

"Cone on, danmt."
Meeting Brad's eyes, Ram shrugged.

"Each of you will be full to the brimwi th notivational boosters to keep you



oriented to the mission. You won't stray, whatever the tenptations. W'l
install undetectable barriers agai nst psychic probes; then there are..."

"Dam you, Ram" Brad cut in, his voice crackling with rage. "You sons of
bitches are going to robotize us. Expendable is bad enough; you're programm ng
us into suicide."

"Not quite, Brad. Hear nme out."

Ram paced restlessly as he spoke, his tall, slender frame swaying, his head
changing direction to nmaintain eye contact.

Brad rose and stood erect, legs apart, fists on hips, fury pouring out in his
body | anguage.

"Your team has just been assenbl ed," Ram said,

"yet we don't have a nonent to |ose to get you in place and operational
Oientation and training will allow no nore than four sleeps. The speci al
know edge and skills each you needs for this nmission will be inmplanted into
your consci ous and subconscious mnds, and, as it suits our needs, into your
survival instincts. W have a long history at this gane."

Brad rose and strode angrily up the aisle to the door and pressed the panel
that would slide it open. The panel did not function. Qther than raise his
eyes to follow himto the door, Ram continued talking as if Brad had renai ned
nearby. After a nonent's hesitation, Brad returned to his seat.

Ram paused and gazed at Brad synpathetically.

"If you're all going to operate like a well-lubed nmachi ne, w thout appearing
to be doing so," he said, "you'll need all the ginmcks we can hang on to each
of you."

Ram shrugged and went on, "News of your escape will be broadcast system wi de;
all part of the cover.

They' Il be suspicious for quite a while, but you ve got to infiltrate, despite
the risks.

"The m ssion has many subtleties; you rmust all understand how they interact.
Above all, you nust never, despite the nost extrene interrogation, betray the
m ssion. In that sense, yes, you are expendable. Small confort, | know, but

i nsurance agai nst betrayal will entail a sinple psy-nod."

"I's there to be a conpl ex one?"

"Yes."

"Let's have it all, man."

"If you are to join these terrorists, pirates, or whatever they are, your
characters nmust be suitable to blend with theirs. On the one hand, you will be
| oyal to each other and to us; on the other, you, and | nean each of you, will
lie, cheat, bribe, subvert, sabotage, and kill for the mission, and if it

serves our greater purpose, act convincingly against us. That's one conpl ex
psy-nod. "

"There's nore?"

"There's comuni cations and one other. About conm off-planet messages from
Pl anet Pluto, especially through spunnel channels, are under the tight contro
of Pluto's insurgent governnent.

Transmi ssion facilities are under constant heavy guard. You'll all be checked
out by the Pluto's security people to make sure none of you are carrying
prohi bited conm gear or are otherwi se wired."

"The 'other'."



"Last resort. It's need-to-know, if and when needed. Wen you becone aware of
the crisis to which it applies it will surface in your consciousness and in
the m nd of one other nember of your team You'll each know what to do."

"Sounds like a jolly crowd."

Ram gri nned.
"I"'msure you'll all have a party. Back to comm the Log Depot and the
Term nal work sites have spunnel centers. Zolan will have the access codes to

the Log Depot. At all costs, keep the construction site from becon ng invol ved
inthis intelligence operation. If word got out that we used the Terminals for
covert intelligence or nmlitary transm ssions, the Quter Regi on governnents
woul d bl ow their collective tops.

W can rationalize using the Log Depot if we experience piracy and harassnent

of our transports and citizens. It'll be extrenely dangerous to go beyond
that."

"No chance of using the Pluto comm center?"

Brad asked.

"Don't count on it." Ramreplied grimy.

"\What happens afterward, assum ng that we survive? Al so, can what you're doing
to each of us be reversed so that we can return to what, for us, would be

nor mal ?"

"In the order you raise them first, after this is over you will all be free
citizens, records cleared, and we'll help you to return to your former |ives,
or reasonably close to what they were; second, the nods are reversible and you
will all be de-programed.

"You mention survival, Brad. You may be searching for assurance that you'l
cone through alive. | can't give you that assurance, for you or for your team
In all sincerity, | think that you and your team have | ess than an even chance
for survival

Understand then, the name of the ganme is dare, but not stupidly.

Chapt er SEVEN

Arms fol ded across his chest, Brad hal f-listened to Hodak reeling off status
fromscreens that |lined the Raven's flaked, tine-battered bridge.

The indicators in Brad's |ine-of-sight, at |east those that still functioned,
di spl ayed erratic and uncertain status of systens and accessories in the main
power plant, fluids pressure punps, oxygen generators and other vital gear
More than slightly precarious, according to the dials and blinking lights, but
the records woul d show that the ancient utility had been accepted at the
spunnel gateway in the void between the Asteroid Belt and Jupiter, despite its
technical difficulties.

Sneaking into the tail end of a crowded convoy of Slingshot-bound transports
gave themthe 'junp' they needed. The Neptune spunnel exit would do fine and
provide a seenmi ngly reasonable story under interrogation, if it cane to that.

Stripped to her vitals, all but the sinplest decisions diverted from her
conputer, the Raven rem nded Brad of his old freighter when he first took her
over. The Raven's mai ntenance records showed that she had slipped to | ess than
mar gi nal

Hodak' s expertise with duct tape and hand tools would get credit for the
successful escape.

Pl anet Pluto, in her ashen nelancholy, |ay dead ahead. Sprawl ed across the
frozen methane plain a couple of points to starboard Coldfield s lights



shimered through its frost-crusted, barely translucent done. Stretching away
fromthe twenty-kilonmeter-wide city, the nottled terrain spread in al
directions, slashed by ravines and man-nade, soil-fused excavations, roads and
bri dges. Mooring towers, launch and | andi ng pads spotted the barren | andscape
across which craw ed processions of utility tugs.

Near - space cargo and passenger shuttles and taxis |anded at and departed from
pads adj acent pressurized air docks into the city. Deep-space transports and
utilities rode high, immobilized by fore-and-aft mag-beans at the pinnacl es of
t wo- hundr ed- net er nooring towers.

The Raven drifted closer. Brad noted the hard orange gl ow of energy packs
encapsul ated i n vehicl es noving about on the done and surroundi ng | and
surfaces. Adjusted magnification defined the vehicles as personnel carriers,
flatbed trailers, done fissure-fusers, and methane frost scrapers.

Col dfield was a busy pl ace.

Charon drifted into view fromover the horizon as the Raven nosed forward.
Only Lanplight's donme and high-intensity flashers that pinpointed its |anding
pads, gateways and wal kways broke the moonlet's solid gray-green | andscape.
Further out, the logistics depot slid slowy across the sky like a gl ow ng

gr een- and- or ange sausage.

Zol an keyed a signal to Pluto Traffic Control as the Raven crossed the |ine
into the planet's jurisdiction. He added the ship's name and call sign
Several m nutes passed without response.

Zol an | eaned back fromthe console and wi nked at Brad. News of their presence
had preceded them and the |locals were |likely wondering why had the ship
appeared in their skies.

The receiver squawked, "Raven. Stand by for escort."

A yel |l ow and-green-striped space tug drifted al ongside and flashed its ' Fol |l ow
Me' signal. Brad nodded at Zol an who acknow edged the tug's instruction. Adari
trimed the Raven's controls and cl anped a mag beam on the tug. She and the
tug driver exchanged salutations and prattled navigational details as the
escort noved off with the Raven following Iike an el ephant |eashed to a flea.
Adari | ogged their destination: Slot 09 along Col dfield marker 13K

Their passage was slow. Despite the heavy traffic of tugs, taxis, and other
small craft the lanes were orderly and the flow steady. Traffic thinned as the
ship drifted across surface-parked lots for small vessels and di sappeared
entirely as the Raven closed on its nmooring towers.

The escort rattled off the coordi nates and the Raven fixed her position. Adari
rel eased the nag-beam The tug slipped around to starboard and mag-nosed the
clumsy vessel into its slot. A command fromthe tug and mooring beans gl owed
at the fore-and-aft towers to i mobilize the Raven

Adari and the tug driver exchanged rough civilities and the escort was up and
away.

"Lock down, fore and aft," Brad intoned. "Safety check nooring beans and vita

connections. Secure all internal hatches and passages. Set environnent
controls at mnimal levels for an indefinite stay.
Report."

He keyed the order into the | og, added the time of entry, and keyed the record
cl osed using his suspended Space Master's code.

Myra assenbl ed records required by port officials.

Hodak and Adari consulted checklists as they trooped from one conpartment to

t he next; Hodak opened and cl osed switches, turned wheels and secured and

seal ed val ves as Adari observed and verified. She surveyed each station

munbl ed,

"confirmed," and initialed the appropriate itenms on her copy of the checklist.



Zol an cl osed down the deep space comuni cations system and inspected their
suit's intercons. Kumi ko drew six handguns from a rack, checked firing
controls and charges, and fitted the weapons to suits.

Zolan called for a taxi.
H#it

"Lock-sealing the effective range on personal weapons is the first order of
busi ness for all newconers."

The officious clerk in the Port Registration Ofice was skinny, short, stooped
and sallow, and he squinted as if he had just energed from darkness into
glare. The deep winkles around his nouth twitched fromcast-iron grin to
scowl and back as he pointed fromBrad' s holster to the waist-high counter

t hat separated them

Brad drew his sidearm checked the safety and set it on the counter. His
conpani ons followed suit. The clerk hefted each weapon in turn, doubl e-checked
the safety, and positioned it under a penetray scanner to check for illega
nodi fications and, using a hand-held standard, reset the range to Coldfield s
limts.

"Five neters, max," he said as he worked, "and minimumeffect |evel at al
times. Set it any way you want when you | eave the done, but reset it as soon
as you cone back in. W do the first one for the record; after that it's up to
you. Penalty for violation depends on circunstances; mninmumis a couple of
sleeps in the brig."

He peered at them across the counter

"We know who you are and where you came from" he said. "Keep out of trouble
and you'll get by OK "

As he finished each weapon inspection he returned it to the countertop
pointing the nuzzle into a shielded encl osure and stepped back behind a
barrier. The owner picked up the sidearm rechecked the safety and the
setting, and slipped it back into its sheath.

"Hope you were listening when | said we know who you are," said the clerk
scow i ng, | ooking fromone to the other. "If you didn't hear me the first
time, I'lIl repeat it: keep out of trouble and you'll get by OK Y hear?"
Brad scow ed back, silent. Hodak grinned; Myra and Kum ko nodded and

vi gorously pointed at thensel ves.

"I hate trouble,” Myra said with sol enm sincerity.

"Me too," Kumiko chined in. "I hate trouble.

| really do."

Adari | aughed, |eaned over the counter, and runpled the little man's scant
hair. He jerked away.

"Wouldn't think of it, Buster," she booned.

She drew her hand back, |ooked at the palm and rubbed it on her suit as she

turned away.

Zol an ignored the scene.

Hodak | eaned over the counter and waved the clerk closer

"So you know where we're from do you?" Hi s voice was a friendly grow and he
got a curt nod in reply.

"Then you know we cane here for sanctuary,"”

Hodak said. "How do we get it?"

"Your entry permit is provisional; permanent party status depends on how you



adjust to our rules.”

"This is the only place left to us," Hodak added a whine to his voice. "W're
not about to start trouble and wear out our welconme." Switching to a hoarse
whi sper, he added, "Look, man, we need a place to put our stuff, and then we
want to | ook around. Maybe we can find action in our kind of work that'l
build up our credits. W've talked it over." He thunbed to include his
conpani ons.

"We're available, and we can't afford to be choosy.

The I nner Region doesn't nean a thing to us. Know what | nmean?"

"Sure."

The clerk repeated his grin-scow, snickered, and sl apped Hodak on the
shoul der.

"What's the word on |iving acconmpdati ons under the donme?" Adari cut in.

"Cotta register for permanent quarters, and you'll need a pernit to build a
pl ace of your own. They're alnost inpossible to get. Try for 'tenporary' unti
you know your way around. Good place to start is the Condor over on Con-nman
Sl ash. "

"How do we get there?" Kum ko asked.

"Taxi to dome air lock 22," he replied. "Inside, take the second transit
strip. The off-ranps are Smuggler's All ey, Faithhealer's Spread, Plunder Cove,
Bunco Crawl, and then Con-Man Sl ash

It's in the center of town; you can't mss it."

He waved themtoward the air lock. "On your way, folks; you're cleared."

He watched them suit up and enter the air |ock

When he heard the whisper of the outer door, he lifted a comm devi ce, pressed
buttons and spoke hurriedly.

Chapter ElI GHT

Clearing the outer door, Zolan | eaned against the buffer, tightened his
bootstrap with one gl oved hand, the other pressed against the wall to steady
hi nsel f. Seconds later, he pulled away, shook his leg to settle the boot for
confort, and caught up with Brad.

Grasping Brad's el bow activated the secure to-suit circuit. Myra, Hodak, Adari
and Kum ko crowded in close and energi zed a camouflaging mx of artificial
jive and loud |l aughs on the nature of the terrain, the location of the Transit
Strip, the tank town's appearance in the distance, whatever served as a
barrier to electronic penetration

"The clerk passed the word about us," Zolan said.
"Gave full descriptions and said to notify sonmeone called 'Scarf'. By the way,
he did a | ot nore than check our weapons while we stood at the counter

W were scanned down to our bones. He's sending the file to his control
including the main portal's |ock conmbination on the Raven. He'll have a lifter
ready for someone who's to arrive soon. Looks like they're going to search the
ship."

"Fine," Brad nodded. "Nothing there to cause us a problem Pass the word as we
nove al ong.

No changes in plans until sone contacts devel op

Then we'll regroup and go on fromthere."

Boardi ng a robo-taxi that had just discharged suited figures at a nearby
nmooring tower, the Sentinels lined up along the taxi's portal. Zolan consulted
a placard on the instrunent panel and punched in the coordinates for Air Lock
22. As the flitter rose and headed toward the dome Brad t hought back as he



wei ghed their chances.

The processes of intense physical training and weapons drills, the
concentrated tel epathic | oading of Plutonian political history and its
government's despotic apparatus had been cleared fromtheir consciousness; the
subst ance remai ned. Nor were they aware of any new or altered neuro-nuscul ar
capabilities or functions. They knew they had a job to do, and what the job
was. They were on their own: no nercy fromone side, no help fromthe other

More than three-score sleeps had passed since their choreographed escape; only
the events flashed through his nind; why they happened did not.

The Raven, on a lengthy unbilical-catwal k, had been tethered to the Guardi an
Station, ostensibly for maintenance after a servicing round of nearby

conmuni cati ons boosters. The ship was skel eton-staffed. Brad and his
conpani ons had been secretly transferred beforehand to a cubicle adjacent
access to the catwal k

At Brad's signal, the Sentinels nmoved quickly.

Hodak, acting as clumsily as he could, slammed and | ocked the passageway
safety doors with the | oudest noi ses he could generate, broadcasting the
unusual activity to all within hearing range and for el ectronic sensor pickup
They had | urched and stunbl ed noisily along the catwal k, Adari suppressing
giggles. As the last of the six cleared in through the Raven's air |ock, Hodak
had hit "Energency," on appropriate switches and the ship-to-station servicing
i nes went through quick-di sconnect. Portals closed and | ocked.

Wthin seconds, Brad was on the bridge and his crew at rehearsed departure
stations. The caretaker officer and his two ai des stepped aside, silent,

busi nessli ke. They were Ram s nen.

Adari hit the tether-disconnect. Disengaged, the catwalk coiled in toward the
station as the ship edged away. Signaling Hodak for minimal repul se and
acceleration to increase the drift, Brad ordered all hands i mediately into
accel o-nets. He increased thrusters to 'low and, follow ng a nmoment's pause
into 'intermediate'. As soon as he sensed they could handl e the accel eration
he stepped the thrust up to successive |evels.

The old tub creaked, pitched, rolled and yawed; lights flickered and di nmed;
systens slipped into yellow or borderline red on half a dozen indicators, al
recorded on the ship's log. The Raven all but flapped wings, and true to her
nane, took off. To the hundreds who watched fromthe station's portholes, the
escape was real. The cover might hold.

The alarms went out fromthe Guardian Station to Sector Space Guard, and from
there to a patroller conveniently distant.

Messages spunnel ed t hroughout the sector and to Earth and Luna: "Escape of
dangerous felons, ",

"Sabot age of station surveillance system",

"Station 15 unable to respond in tine," or

"Imredi ate pursuit and capture essential" w th abundant 'Expedites' and

' ASAPs' scattered throughout the text.

The scenario was exquisite. The word was out, and w thin hours, had spread
system wi de.

##

A couple of mllion kay out, Rami s nen boarded a well-stocked |ifeboat and
headed back to a prearranged pick-up. The Raven settled into outbound, Brad
aware of an opportunity to merge with traffic at a not too di stant spunne
gate.



##

Brad brought his mnd back to the present as the flitter settled on the

| andi ng pad near air |ock

22. Entering the pressure conpartment and attaining atnmospheric bal ance the
Sentinels renmoved their suits and sealed themin wall |ockers. The switch of
weapons and hol sters to clips on their inner coveralls conpleted, they
strolled out of the storage roomand mingled with a throng of citizen
conmuters. Moments later they were on a noving transit strip on their way to
beauti ful downtown Col dfi el d.

The strip cut across and through narrow streets and alleys lined with huts
fused fromthe gray detritus of the planet.

Cccasionally, a mall or square appeared along the transit route, lined with
wor kshops, playgrounds, and colorful private houses or apartment conpl exes.
Cccasionally, they passed a dwarf tree or a flowering shrub in an earth-filled
cont ai ner.

Runni ng and | eapi ng al ongside the noving strip as it passed slowy through
stations, hawkers waved and shouted at the commuters and passers-by, inviting
themto exam ne and purchase the novelties and artefacts they waved about or
in nearby open air stalls. From above, |ighted gl obes, strung cl ose beneath

t he done, cast a harsh, grotesque glare across the city.

Peopl e swarned, and a raucous clamor shrilled along the tightly packed streets
and alleys. Men, wonen and children in all shapes and sizes: tall, short,
stocky, slender, organic, bionic, robotic, and conbinations thereof.
Hairstyl es ranged fromtotally shaved skulls to el aborate hair-puffs, and
garments fromdreary, sinple shifts to flanboyant, conplex robes that tw sted
circled, and knotted around their wearers.

This was Planet Pluto post-secession: a mxture of mgrants fromacross the
system The tank town took themall, for itself or for Slingshot, or both.
Those who stayed procreated, natural or clone, according to their custons or
inclinations. The effect was a mixture of breeds whose interactions had
brought out a bew | dering patchwork of hybrid cults, philosophies and arts.
Behavi or ran the ganut; newcomners accepted or were overwhel ned.

Kum ko poi nted ahead. The Condor |oomed, a sprawing, nulti-storied,
down-at-the heels apartnent-hotel, its surface colors akin to the |low, drab
rise on which it stood.

Di senmbarking the strip, the conpani ons assenbled, slipped into an alley and
entered a portal into the crowded | obby. Joining the I aughing, chattering
throng, they squeezed their way to the desk robot, and registered as a group
I ndi vi dual identicards ejected froman aperture, assigning themto a snall
apartment with sl eeping cubicles off a cormon room

The conmmunal |avatory and el ectroni c bi o-shower were down the hall.

Entering the apartnment and tossing their gear into a corner, they kept up a
runni ng chatter. Hodak's main concern was where their next neal was coning
from

"CGotta find jobs or we don't eat,"
sl eep pad and tore at its flaps.

he barked as he hoisted his pack on to a

Kum ko and Adari opened and sl ammed cabi nets, checked housekeepi ng supplies
and "ooh-ed" and

"ah-ed" each discovery. Myra and Brad stonped into a sleeping cubicle and
heaved the sl eeping pads first one way, then the other

"Look in the corners," Hodak bawl ed across the narrow hall, "that's where the



l[ittle buggers build their nests.”

Myra shrieked and drew her sidearm as Brad stepped back. She set the
ray-spread to conic and ran the beam from one end of the pad to the other

into the corners and along the walls. They inspected the results, |aughed

l oudly, and went on to the next cubicle to repeat their exuberant perfornance.
Zolan strolled fromone roomto the next, sharing the action with his noisy
friends, neanwhile scanning the walls, ceiling, floor, lighting fixtures,

Vi si -screens and cabi nets.

He rounded toward Brad and brushed against him His fingers pressed their
nmessage. The others, watching, drew the correct conclusion

The roons were bugged, sight and sound.

Chapter N NE
Brad and Hodak pushed into the Charnel Pit, Coldfield s popular tavern

The bar-room was noisy, grim and crowded.

Incense streaners slid and coiled along the soil-fused floor, their

di ssi pati ng pungency unable to di sguise the acrid stench of sweaty bodi es and
unwashed garnents.

The | ong bar was hi dden by | eaners. Narrow ai sl es snaked anmong benches and
clustered tabl es around which boi sterous, el bow ng humanity teened.

A coarsely seaned face al ong the bar turned, observed Brad and Hodak as they
gl anced around frominside the doorway. Wi spers went down the line, junped to
the tables and around the room

The tunmult ground down as necks craned. A humrose and fell as Brad and Hodak
were inspected, commented upon, and judged. It didn't take |long for the noise
to return to its forner level: the anenities of bar-roons everywhere.

From where he stood, Hodak failed to see a table with a couple of enpty
chairs. They waited.

Shortly, nudging Brad's arm he nodded toward a table newy vacated agai nst a
wal | .

They shoved and tw sted through the narrow spaces to the table in tine for
Hodak to slam his hand, pal mdown, flat on the tabletop, glaring off a trio of
conpetitors.

They sat, and Hodak pressed the glowdisk in the center of the table to sumon
t he robo-di spenser.
Meanwhi | e, they surveyed the throng.

Sone types were recogni zabl e; others would need to be guessed at. Mstly, they
were famliar: spacefarers and space tug cowboys in tight-fitting foundation
suits, construction stiffs in fitted helmets and spacer harnesses, clerks and
tradesnen in business tunics, and street people in coarsely woven, griny
open-necked shirts and shorts.

Sl i ngshot technicians' junpsuits were marked by distinctive shoul der patches.
Scattered in knots, or |eaning against walls and supports, men and wonen, bare
to the waist and sporting sheer breechcloths or none at all, flaunted their
war es.

Brad recogni zed spoil snen plying their trades.

They were the dandies attired in colorful, skin-tight sports suits: thieves,

pi ckpockets, high-tech gear rustlers, black marketeers, professional ganblers,
and experts in all the scans that are or ever were.

Hand and shoul der weapons were everywhere: |ashed to thighs or slung across
backs, flat on tables or stacked along the bar. Churning and jostling, the
swarm shifted constantly: singly, in couples and groups; fromfledglings newy



on the wing to old timers di m nished by adversity. Mdst were in their prine:
hard of face and body, wary, unbridled and sel f-seeking. They m xed freely.

At a table further along the wall near to where Brad and Hodak sat, Drummer
gently swirled the contents of his drinking goblet. He was gaunt, well past

m ddl e years, with a hi gh-boned count enance.

H s head was capped by snowwhite hair trimed straight across at his

shoul ders. Dressed sinply, Drumrer wore a dark cloak over a white, open-necked
bl ouse tucked into | oose breeches that ended a bit below his knees. He did not
bear a weapon.

Drunmer stared about and searched for strangers that mght serve his purpose.
When he heard that the Raven was at planet-fall, he had called for and reread
all avail able newscasts and reports to refresh his recollections of their
crimes, personal backgrounds, and escape.

Were they really escaped prisoners? O were they agents of the UPS? If they
were fugitives they mght be suckered into President Narval's nercenaries
where their spacer skills would help fill the gaps. If they were revealed to
be U PS agents, they would be quickly disposed of, or manipul ated and

expl oited through false |leads to Narval's benefit. Wen no | onger useful they
woul d be term nated.

The newscasts and intelligence sunmaries on the escape were insufficient.
Drunmer's position as one of Narval's closest advisors, and his own private
and secret anbitions, conmpelled himto | earn nore about the newconers. How
could they fit into his schenmes?

Drunmer ordered a fresh drink froma passing robo-dispenser. It arrived in a
| arge snifter.

Cradling the rounded bottomin his palm he swished the gold-hued liquid with
a gentle notion, eyes noving fromthe drink to the cromd to Brad and Hodak
and randomy round agai n.

A hard-rmnuscl ed sl edgehammer of a man barged into the Charnel Pit, sullen anger
knotting his beefy face. Hs mlitary uniformwas skin-tight: a black tunic
belted over blood-red breeches. The mlitary hel net he wore was al so hal ved
bl ack and red as were his holster and the handgrip of the protrudi ng weapon.
H s bl ack cavalier boots were nade for swaggering. Form dable.

Deep, red-rimed eyes glared fromunder the helnmet's visor, searching for an
open space along the bar. The |ine was solid.

"Open ranks," he snarled, and | eaned heavily into the instant gap

The barman rushed forward and raised his hand in respectful greeting.

"Honored to see you, Mijor Scarf," he said,

"what'll it be?"

"Firehouse Red, and | don't nean the runny slops you peddle to the bar flies."

The barman dashed of f and returned with a | ong-necked flagon and a | arge
tunmbler. He poured a slowflow ng, crinson |iquor that bubbled as it settled.
The barman set the brimmng tunbler close to the Major's nassive,

t hi ck-fingered hand.

The Firehouse Red di sappeared in a single, spasnodic swallow, for all its

sl owfl owi ng nature.

The barman stood by. The instant the tumbler slamed down, he refilled it, the
ritual repeated in silence.

#it

Finally, the sledgehamer hesitated, belched, and, with a satisfied sneer
scratched his crotch. The barman filled the tunbler a third tinme and turned
away. Instantly, the flagon was yanked from his hand. The barman gl anced back
at the flagon, Mjor Scarf's face, grinned sheepishly, and kept going.

Pl aci ng the flagon al ongsi de on the bar, Scarf raised the half-filled tunbler



fondled it, and tossed a scornful glance up and down the line. Few net his
eyes, and those who did | ooked el sewhere as soon as he fixed on them Wth a
snort of contenpt he wheeled to face the room Renoving his heavy hel nret and
lowering it to the ground al ongside his | eg, he | eaned back to rest his el bows
on the bar's edge.

H s eyes scanned the room sectoring the crowmd and scrutinizing each person
Taking in the tables along the wall, he paused at Brad and Hodak, and scow ed
at them steadily through hal f-cl osed eyes.

Brad and Hodak returned Scarf's gaze with expressions cold and cl osed. The

Maj or's eyes noved on and fixed on Drunmmer. His face twisted into a mal evol ent
grin.

Chapter TEN
"Hey, everybody, quiet.'
noi se. It ground down.

Scarf's spit-and-phl egm bel |l ow t anped t he bar-room

Pointing at the solitary figure seated at the wall table, Scarf smrked and
barked, "G ve us the nmagic words, Drumer."

The crowd's eyes went from Scarf to Drunmer and back. No one spoke.

"Drunmmrer knows," Scarf added sarcasmto his tone, raising his finger to tap
his temple. "The future is open to him™"

Drunmer sat, transfixed, staring at Scarf. Hs free hand closed into a tense
fist, then opened to cap his knee.

"C nmon, Drummer," Scarf went on, derisively, "tell us what you're going to do
to make things right for all of us, and how we'll all be prosperous after
Slingshot cuts away."

H s voi ce becane harsher, gibing.

"You' ve been sittin' on that Plutonian Council for years, Drunmer, pushing
your pet ideas to loosen up controls here and give nore civil liberties there.
You call yourself a Progressive, whatever the hell that's supposed to nean. To
me, you're a revolutionist, underm ning Narval's government, and trying to
cramyour politics down our throats."

Scarf nmoved away fromthe bar, drink in hand.
Taking a | ong noisy swallow, he fixed his eyes on Drummer from above the rim

Lowering his drink, he belched again and wi ped his nouth with his sl eeve.

Pl acing the tunbler on a nearby table he took another step toward Drumer.
"Being on the Council saves your neck for now, Drunmer," he said with venom
"Soon as Narval gets wise to you, and kicks your tail off, 1'Il be coning
after you."

He reached Drunmer's table.

"On second thought, why wait that |ong,’
as good a time as any."

He grasped the front of Drunmer's cloak and jerked himto his feet.
"Tell me, old man, what can you do that Narval can't?"

his voice changed to a snarl. "Now s

The onl ookers' silence hung heavily. The stale incense rose in eddies and

di ffused the shadows cast by the glow ng wall sconces.

"Show s over, Scarf," said Drummer in a low voice, trying to twi st away. "l've
got to be on ny way."

He pl aced his hand over Scarf's huge paw to | oosen its grip.

They were of equal height, but Scarf, nore than twi ce Drunmrer's mass and
buil d, woul d have none of it.



"The hell you do," he grow ed, tightening his hold.

Scarf began to shake Drumrer, at first slowly, then with grow ng viol ence.
Drunmer, unable to naintain bal ance, slipped to his knees. Scarf jerked
upward, raising Drumrer on unsteady feet. Ramming his face close, he cursed in
a loud, coarse nobnotone, sw nging Drumrer in one direction, then another
Unabl e to di sengage, Drunmer was confused. His cloak tore, his hair fluttered
about his face, and specks of spittle flew fromhis lips.

Brad and Hodak wat ched the action fromwhere they sat. Scarf's sudden out bur st
was of nore than passing interest. He had called his victim

"Drunmmer,” a nane fam liar to Brad through the nany intelligence briefings he
had been given during indoctrination; also, "Scarf" was a name used in the
immgration clerk's call fromthe |landing site.

O her than military, who and what was Scarf, and why was he tornenting
Drunmer? More inportant, could this bar-roombraw be exploited to the
Sentinel s' advantage? They desperately needed contacts within Narval's regine.
Their mssion did not allow the luxury of time. An opportunity had just fallen
into his lap. Brad | eaned toward Hodak

"The bruiser," he said. "Take himdown, but easy."

Hodak shot a quick glance at Brad, rose and shanbl ed between the tables unti
he was behi nd t he sl edgehammer.

Tappi ng Scarf on the shoul der, he said quietly,

"Hey, c'nmon, let the old geezer alone. He was just minding his..."

Scarf reacted with incredi ble speed for his size.

Shovi ng Drummer away, he whirled, arm extended.

Powered by the force of his pivot, the edge of his rigid hand ainmed directly
at Hodak's throat.

Hodak stepped back and to the side, gripped Scarf's thick wist in his
nmuscl e- corded hands. Using his attacker's nomentum Hodak tw sted and bent.
The Major's huge body catapulted through the air and crashed on to a table and
its several chairs, sending the occupants spinning.

A hand appeared from nowhere and pulled Scarf's pistol fromits holster. In
seconds, Brad was back at his table. The bar-room went deathly silent.

Scarf bounded up, spitting saliva, floor dust and curses. He reached for his
weapon and gaped when he felt enptiness.
Recovering, hunched forward, he charged Hodak, murder in his eyes.

Freed, Drummer stepped back to the wall, shaken, not understandi ng what was
happeni ng. He searched for a safe place.

Focusi ng on the struggle he recogni zed Hodak as one of the escaped prisoners
he had been specul ati ng about. Taking a chance, he noved toward the table from
where Brad watched the action and the crowd.

Hodak, waiting for Scarf's charge, stood bal anced until the |last fraction of a
second, then stepped aside. Scarf passed |like a juggernaut and smashed into
the bar.

Leani ng heavily over the bar, breathing in convul sive gasps, Scarf turned his
head to glare at Hodak. Running his hand down his thigh he felt again for his
weapon. Eyes narrowed to slits, he searched along the filth-strewn fl oor

Scanni ng, his eyes passed the table where Brad sat, stopped, and snapped back

The weapon, distinctive by its red and black grip, lay there. He saw Brad



wat chi ng, and Drunmer nearby, back to the wall

Scarf lunged at Hodak, arns grappling. Hodak danced back and away. As Scarf
passed, Hodak grasped his wist and el bow, twi sted, and curved Scarf's arm
back and up between his shoul der bl ades.

Hodak was gentle. Wth his free hand he probed and mani pul ated nerve centers
in Scarf's neck and shoul ders. Scarf dropped to his knees, then slipped back
on to his runp, legs spread, arns slack, face perplexed. It was enough

He sat there, shaking his head to clear it. Looking up, he saw Hodak standi ng
a short distance away, and beyond, a ring of faces, several grinning, others

frightened and wary. Shifting his eyes to where his weapon lay, Scarf glared

at Brad and Drummer.

The silence was broken by the shuffle of Scarf groping upright, using a nearby
tabl e for support.

He lurched to the bar and | eaned over it for several seconds. Straightening,
he grasped his helnet with one hand, wapped the other around the flagon of

Fi rehouse Red, and stal ked out of the Charnel Pit.

Chapt er ELEVEN

The bar-room s heavy vapors seened to cease their dreary ballet. An uneasy
cackle, strident and jarring, erupted froma corner, acconpanied by the flat
slap of a hard hand agai nst the bar's rough counter. The tension dissol ved
into a ripple of raucous |aughter. The hubbub resuned, and quickly returned to
its former |evel

Myra, followed by Zolan, Adari and Kum ko, entered the bar-room spotted Brad
and Hodak, and noved toward them snatching enpty stools along the way.

Pl acing the stools, they encircled the table.

Their eyes took in Scarf's heavy-duty red-black weapon, and then Brad and
Hodak, el bows on table, scanning the crowd. They saw Drumer nearby and noted
hi s di shevel ed appear ance.

They rose silently, rearranged their seats, and sat again, backs against the
wal I . Kum ko fixed her eyes on the entryway; Adari scanned in the opposite
direction, taking in the bar. Zolan and Myra joined Brad and Hodak to observe
the roisterers resune their bar-room habits.

Drunmer still showed his enbarrassment, apprehension and rage. H s eyes darted
fromthe doorway to Hodak to Brad. Brad turned his head slightly to take him
in, then pointed to an overturned stool nearby.

"Pull up and sit a while."

"You in charge?" Drummer asked.
"No," Brad said, "we're each on our own. Just socializing."

He notioned at the stool again.
"Cnon, join us."

Drunmer | ooked closely at Brad, then at the others who ignored him Brad's
expression was bl and, neutral

Drummer felt certain that Scarf would return soon with reinforcenments. He had
to get out, fast, and he needed an escort to safety. Beyond that, he wanted to
know why the squat powerhouse, now sitting calnmy at the table, had

i ntervened. He nust have realized that his interference had been made at great
per sonal ri sk.

Drunmer righted the stool and stared intently at Hodak as he sat. Hodak



sensing Drumer's scrutiny, glanced sideways at him w nked straight-faced,
and returned to observe the crowd.
Drunmer finally turned to Brad, convinced he was the | eader of this pack.

"We'd better get out of here, now, " he said, his tone urgent. "Scarf'll be
back as soon as he collects a few of his goons.™

"What was it about?" Brad asked.

"No time for talk," Drunmer replied, gesturing his inpatience. "W've got to
get away fromhere, and | nean right now. "

"Sure, but who is that guy?"

"Maj or Scarf, Chief of Internal Security for President Narval. He has his own
troops, and | don't doubt that he's lining themup right now. "

Drunmer's fingertips tapped the table in nervous staccato. "Let's get out of
here. Now. "

Brad stood, and the others rose with him "Lead the way," he notioned Drunmer
toward the doorway. "We're not famliar with the territory."

"Leave that to nme," said Drunmer.

Brad hefted Scarf's weapon, slipped it into 'safe' and, passing the bar,
handed it to the bartender with a nod that was returned with a respectful
vave.

Chapt er TWELVE

Mxing with the street people, Drumer in sight up ahead, they nmoved swiftly.
Adari trailed Drummer;

Brad next followed by Myra and Kum ko. Zol an and Hodak brought up the rear.
Drunmer successfully resisted the tenptation to | ook back.

Zol an tensed, activating the mnd-mke in his arnpit. Brad acknow edged by
st eppi ng up his pace.

He passed Adari and drew al ongsi de Drumer.

"Your buddy, Scarf, nust have had a friend in the bar,’

he said. "W're being

tailed. "

"Anot her hundred neters. Cut into the alley on the left."

Drunmer responded. "It'll take us through a maze that still confounds the
street people. We'll have a better chance in there to | ose whoever is
foll ow ng."

A corner | oomed. They squeezed into a narrow, rubble-strewn passageway between
hi gh, rough walls. Stunmbling along the barely |lighted shaft they entered an

al l ey, equally shabby, crowded with street people, refuse, and abandoned

machi nery.

They sped along the alley, noting its darkened, fuser-forned doorways, sone
enpty, others clogged with trash. Inside, they saw the shadowy outlines of

nmen, huddl ed wonen and chil dren.

Drunmer twisted fromone alley into the next, and then another.

He ducked through a gap in one wall, squeezed al ong a narrow hal |l way and
exited into an open space. They packed up cl ose, running and stunbling.

Drunmer slowed next to a wall of conposite bl ocks.
Several were mssing, |eaving a space through which they squirmed. It was
tighter than they had experienced. In near darkness, they had reached a dead



end.

Ahead was | oose rubble formng a heap about two neters high. Drumrer clawed
his way around the side. He notioned the others forward and slipped out of
si ght.

Fol | owi ng one behind the other, they saw an opening in the surface. Respondi ng
to Drunmer's beckoning, they dropped into its darkness. The fall was |ess than

a couple of neters. Alight glowed froma wall to just enough to illuni nate
Dr unmer .
They were in a small, roughly rounded chanmber.

The walls were fused rubble, irregular and jagged.

The floor was a mxture of Plutonian detritus.

Drunmer knelt beside a rock that protruded fromthe wall. He tw sted the rock
pul | ed, and pushed it sideways. Reaching into the vacated space, he placed his
pal mon a flat, snooth disk

Alow humfromthe wall. A fissure forned where the wall net the trash-I|aden
floor. The breach | engthened and curved, its ends neeting the wall.

The section dropped away i nto darkness.

"Move, nove," Drummer snarled his inpatience.

"Scarf has this entire sector blocked out by now.

He' Il throw his gangs into the alleys and cover every square neter. These
subsurface crawl spaces and links are our only way. Feel for the | adder."

He | owered hinmsel f through the opening and vani shed.

Brad was conmitted. His glance ordered the others to follow Drumer. Hodak
passed his light to Brad and dropped through first, then Zolan foll owed Mra,
Adari and Kumi ko. Brad dropped through and pushed the cover up until it
snhapped. d osed.

He felt vibrations above him then, after several seconds, silence.

"Must be spreading the dust of our tracks and the outline of the cover," Zolan

mur mur ed, | ooking up frominmedi ately bel ow.

The | adder was rickety, and the shaft narrow and | ong. When Brad reached
bottom he was in a low gallery, about two nmeters square, hacked out of the
rock. They were in the hub of a dozen passageways that led off in as many
directions fromlow entries.

Drunmer bent and di sappeared through one of the entries. One after the other
t hey foll owed.

The entry led into a utility service tunnel, the walls lined with scores of
brai ded cabl es and banks of wall switches and junctions. Neutro-lighted
sconces glowed at intervals, providing dimdirection to their flight.

Scuttling in single file and dodgi ng cabl es sl ung between supporting col ums,
they covered distance swiftly. Brad noved up behind Drunmer, replaci ng Hodak
who dropped back to rear guard i medi ately behind Zol an

"Scarf knows about these utility passages, and that we would head for them™
Drunmer gasped over his shoul der. "Wat he doesn't know is which access and
branches we took and where we'll surface. A slight advantage, if we act

qui ckly."

They scanpered and slithered for nore than half an hour. "Looks like we're the
only ones down here," said Brad.

Drunmer halted to recover breath. The line closed up

"Normal ," Drummrer gasped. "These passages were abandoned years ago, after we



switched to local transm ssion fromcontrol nodul es suspended beneath the

donme. Too nmuch trouble to collapse the subsurface tunnels, | suppose. A so, we
had to consider the surface effects of a coll apse.
Couldn't afford the chance. As you see, the network is still useful."

He shot a quick glance at Brad, then ahead along their route.

"Don't get the inpression |'ve got to run from Scarf," Drunmer said, heaving
anot her deep breath,

"or even to avoid himunder ordinary circunstances.

Qovi ously, he was drunk. My presence in the bar-room gave himan opportunity
to enhance his image.

Your conpanion's intervention, | admt, relieved the pressure, but the nethod
he chose may prove unfortunate."

"Why this nel odramatic escape?”

"To avoid a confrontation in which Scarf, backed up by his troops, would be in
conplete control; a confrontation in which you couldn't possibly hold your

own. The encounter has already caused nme enbarrassnent. | don't relish a
repetition.”

Drunmer paused. "And there's another reason.”

n O,]?n

"I know who you are, and the circunstances that brought you and your
associates to Planet Pluto.
| want to know nore."

"\Why 2"
"My answer to that depends on what | |earn about you and your conpanions."
Drunmer slowed to a fast wal k, searchi ng spaces between the bundl es of the

t hi ck cabl es.

"So that you know," he said, "we're heading for nmy villa-dome about five kay
fromthe city."

Drunmer grunted that he'd found what he had searched for. O aw ng under a
flap, he uncovered a depression in the wall al ongside a cable junction

He pressed hinself in behind the junction and into a cranny, notioning to
Brad. One by one, they squeezed through, and found thenselves at the foot of a
flex-1adder. Drummer clinbed; they followed.

They energed through a manhole into a kiosk next to a transit strip. Darting
fromthe ki osk Drummer boarded the strip and nodded back to Brad to join him
Wthin monents they were all gliding toward an air lock leading to the
out si de.

Entering the air lock, they hurried into space suits fromthe public service
rack, checked each other's seals and oxygen reserves, tested the
conmuni cati ons and pressurization systens and crowded into the
pressure-equalization chanber. Air |ock and suit pressures up, balanced and
checked, Drummrer jerked a |ever and, a noment |ater, they ducked under the

ri sing panel to the outside.

Runni ng al ong the ranmp Drumer flashed his suit |anps at a parked robo-taxi.
The signal activated the craft and it was in ready status when they reached
it. Boarding first, Drumer keyed in coordinates. As the last Sentine
scranbl ed through the hatch he hit the Iift button. The taxi rose and curved
away.

Chapt er THI RTEEN

The bl ack skies and drab nounds of Planet Pluto were spotted with color. From
where he stood on Drumer's encl osed patio, Brad | ooked through the



transparent shields at ice-gray Charon | ow over scarred ridges to the west.
Shifting his eyes slightly brought into focus the panorama of Col dfield s done
and its multi-colored lights. The orange-green cylinder of the Slingshot

Logi stics Depot gleamed in the black sky.

The Fandango force field around the depot shimered. A wi de gap separated the
transports | oadi ng and unloading at the portals inside the force field from
those outside waiting in l[ine or in clustered formations until moorings inside
becane avail abl e.

The short taxi ride from Col dfield had been uneventful. The fornalities of

i ntroductions behind them the host and his guests had refreshed thensel ves,

di ned and rested.

Drunmer joined Brad and foll owed his gaze to the orange-green cylinder and its
gaggl e of transports and tugs. The silence was brief.

Drunmer said, "l've had your ship searched."

Brad shrugged, eyes scanning the scene outside, and replied dryly, "Hope it
was worth your while. To us, it was transportation. Any old tub would have
done.

As it turned out, we were |lucky."

"I"ll accept that it's an 'old tub'. | gathered as much fromthe reports |
received," Drunmer said,

"but | understand the primary systens are in good condition, considering the
vessel's history and the spunnel shocks the ship nust have experienced on the
way. How does it all fit together?"

"How does it concern you?" Brad turned to face Drumer.

"Come, now." Drummer shook his head inpatiently.

"Let's not act naive; it doesn't go with the rest of you. But," he added

wavi ng his finger at Brad as he turned away, "just so you don't make a habit
of responding to ny questions with diversions, be aware that | am a nenber of
Presi dent Narval's Council of Advisors. Despite the incident with Scarf, |
have considerable authority and resources at ny comand.

"I"ve checked through nmy confidential sources in the Inner Region," he went
on, "and confirned you are all convicted crimnals that escaped from a
Guardi an Station prison. Now, for starters, how did you manage to get a lift
by spunnel and make it this far without tearing that old weck apart? Those
vessel s don't have navigational gear for trips to the rim nor do they carry
the required gear and supplies. Straight answer."

"We're spacers,"” Brad said. "One of us is an experienced mai nt enance engi neer
Anot her is a space navigator. W've all knocked about the space-ways a bit on
assorted jobs. | was Captain of a freighter before the Space Guard and the
Transport Board took nmy ship away from me on trunped up charges, and then sent
me up for five years of rehab. W teaned up on the Guardian Station, worked
out the details, kept our noses clean and our eyes open, and, when the chance
cane, grabbed it. We did have a few breakdowns, but we kept her noving al ong
until we could attach the ship to a convoy through the spunnel. W took our
chances and nade it."

Drunmer shook his head. A nuscle twitched in his jaw

"The reports | received identified your former professions and gave nme the
rest of your personal histories. Frankly, it has nme wondering: a ship's
captain, paramedic-1ogistics type, a maintenance engi neer, conmuni cations
speci al i st, navigator, and a weapons technician. Wasn't it odd to have these
special skills fall into place?"

"Not really,"” Brad countered. "I could have nmade up any kind of crew | wanted.
The station has lots of spacers under |ock and key. These fol ks happened to
fit inwith nmy plans, and they were as anxious to get out as | was. It worked.



Now, what's the probl en?"

"The problem ™ Drunmer replied, "is that a hal f-dozen escaped convicts with
exceptional space skills make it to Planet Pluto; that one of them defends a
high level official in a tavern brawl, making for hinmself a nortal enemny of
their sanctuary's chief security officer. To cap it, the escaped convicts are
now guests in the honme of the official that they defended in the bar-room
scrape who, | mght add, al so happens to be a nenber of the President's
Council. See the probl en?"

"Crank this in," Brad remarked, "the citizen, who considers hinmself a high
government official, noves about wi thout a bodyguard thus inviting
confrontations. Also, his attacker's arrival at the bar-room coul dn't possibly
have been predicted, |et alone his drunken behavior and ny col |l eague and
happening to be there. Add who it was that took the initiative for departure
fromthe tavern, and that it was the high government official that invited the
escaped convicts to his hone. He wasn't threatened or coerced into extending
his hospitality."

Drunmer grinned, nodded. "You ordered Hodak to intervene. Wy?"

"First, tell ne nore about Scarf."
Dr unmmer shrugged.

"He's been with Narval since the beginning of the regime. Did, and still does,
nmost of the dirty work that keeps any governnment in power, and he's better at
it than nbst. He has a special hatred for dissidents to Narval's policies and
uses spies, informers and killers to infiltrate their organi zations and tear
them apart. By the way, he also had your ship searched. Watch out for him

Now, my question."

"When Scarf began to hassle you, | had no idea of his identity or position

H s words and actions in the bar-roomgave ne an inpression that, if we got
you out of that ness, you mght reciprocate by helping us to get permission to
remain on the planet, and naybe steer us to jobs. It was a chance. Now, as to
your problemwi th us: is it insurnountable?"

Drunmer studied Brad's face, trying to read his thoughts. "Not really, insofar

as getting you and your friends tenporary resident status,"” he said.

"Scarf will not be easy with you and your friends, especially ny rescuer
Hodak. 1'Il talk to my associates. The skills you have m ght be useful to us.
Since you're a former ship's captain, |I'll consider you spokesman for your
col | eagues. "

Chapt er FOURTEEN

President Narval invited all I NOR anbassadors to neet with himin his

conference suite; the subject was not announced in advance. The anbassadors
sought guidance fromtheir home governnents. |In response, they were instructed
to attend, make no comm tnents, and report back inmrediately on the

pr oceedi ngs.

As the appointed tine neared, the Presidential Security Guard, augnented by a
det achrment of heavily armed police, noved into the conference area. They took
up positions at doors leading fromthe President's Suite, along the connecting
corridors, and inside the Conference Room Al rooms, corridors and exterior
approaches leading to the neeting site were physically and el ectronically
searched, and the identity disks of all individuals passing through the area
scrutinized and verified.

Shortly before the neeting, the President's Council entered and took seats
along the wall, leaving the chairs around the table for the guests. A | ackey
scanpered about, lifted the Iids of beakers, peered in, made minute changes in
the alignnent of goblets, and scuttled out.

A view tank rose froma well at the front of the room glowed, and cleared to



show t he Special Zone. Charon and its background of stars had been dimred to
reduce the clutter. In the foreground, the Slingshot Logistics Depot and its
maze of ships, tugs, articul ated cranes and fl ex-conveyers were portrayed
busily engaged in | oadi ng and unl oadi ng the noored vessels, and the new
arrivals that waited for their turn.

A flurry rippled through the roomas a door panel slid back into its slot and
t he Anbassadors strode in froman anteroom They were nen and woren of varying
appearance: tall and short, slender and rotund, and cadaverous and fl eshy.
More than half wore the military unifornms and ranks of their nation, and the
rest were in the colorful robes of their offices and governnents.

Mostly in their mddle years, they had the hard, arrogant |ook of ruthless
power, survivors of craft and intrigue. Faces suspicious and wary, they took
pl aces around the table. None spoke.

A brusque announcenent cut the silence. "The President of Planet Pluto."

Presi dent Narval, haughty in appearance and adorned in red-bl ack robes of
office, entered to the sound of sliding chairs and rustling garnents as al
present rose to their feet. Narval's nassive body, pear-shaped and tapering
into short legs and dimnutive feet, shuffled forward in top-heavy gait.
Drunmer entered behind Narval and noved to stand silently beside a |l ectern
adj acent the view tank.

Sunken between ponderous shoul ders, Narval's hairl ess head was small and
neckl ess, his face snmooth-pale with thin-1ipped nouth and a stunpy nose. Cold,
deep- embedded eyes constantly shifted focus and direction. H's small hands,
fingers laden with rings, appeared to drip fromhis sl eeves.

#it
Lumbering to his raised chair at the head of the table, Narval |aboriously
stepped up and sat, lifted his hand to his nouth and nibbled at a fingernail.

Finally, satisfied, he held the finger up, exanmined it and redirected his
attention to his audience.

Presi dent Reen Narval had earned the fear and respect that he enjoyed. A
victor of scores of battles for control of the planet's crimnal syndicates
and political machinery, Narval had left a trail of blood and broken bones
behi nd himas a warning to challengers. Challengers to his rule did not

survi ve.

A man of many talents, Narval had migrated to Planet Pluto from an independent
colony orbiting Callisto. He had accepted expul sion fromthe place of his
birth as the alternative to the court's sentence of labor in Callisto's
encapsul at ed subsurface nines.

Educated and trained to practice lawin the Quter Region's inter-satellite and
i nterplanetary courts he had, instead, beconme a serious liability to his
government and to his conmunity.

At his disbarnent, the investigating officer of the Callisto Ethical Practices
Board had presented irrefutable evidence of Narval's numerous conflicts of
interests, extortions, frauds and other crinmes in the performance of his
responsibilities as an officer-of-the-court. Renmoved fromthe judicial arena,
he was proven to have al so cheated in the Callisto ganbling halls, sw ndled
citizens of sound repute, and tw ce convicted of nmurder

Callisto and its orbiting col onies were wi de open, but Reen Narval was too
much for them He was told to quickly depart Callisto's jurisdiction or take

t he consequences.

He | eft gracel essly, found a haven on Planet Pluto, and applied his nany
talents with vigor. Organizing Coldfield s fragnented crimnal elenents, he
ruled with an iron fist. Solidly entrenched, he inposed tactics of terror on

t he popul ati on and encountered little resistance. He rose to the top, bal anced
on a nmound of cracked skulls and crushed bodi es.



Soon after I NOR cane into being, Narval proclainmed Planet Pluto's

i ndependence, with hinself as President. Despite the U PS urgent need for

Pl anet Pluto to support Slingshot, the newy formed, but weakened government
of the Inner Region was unable to influence a popul ace under the fist of a
rut hl ess despot.

"I will govern well, and we shall prosper,"”

President Narval glibly prom sed the Plutonian citizenry. "I have studied and
practiced interplanetary law for many years. | shall demand justice for our

pl anet and for all our people. W will not be slaves to the inperialists of

the I nner Region."

The new President organi zed a brotherhood with Iike norals, and bestowed on
them mnistries of great personal influence and profit. A bureaucracy rose and
flourished; the spoils systens and corrupti on nmatched those of ancient Earth.
Reen Narval, President of Planet Pluto, was caught in a dil enma.

Sl i ngshot constructi on was approachi ng conpl etion

The Term nals and Pl anet Pluto would cone to a parting of the ways before the
end of the century.

Enpl oynent and extortionate profits from Slingshot services and industries
woul d plumret as Planet Pluto continued outbound along its eccentric orbit
into interstellar space. The econony would wither, and the inhabitants nove
el sewhere

Narval had to provide for hinmself. For the noment, he held a good hand, and

t he stakes made the gane worthwhile, providing it was hinmself that shuffled
the deck and dealt the cards.

Leani ng back in his chair, Narval scanned the faces at the table.

"I have di spatched a nessage to the President of the United Inner Planetary
System " he announced solemmly. "It will open a new and better relationship
bet ween I NOR and the U PS."

The Anbassadors stared at him aghast. Several rose partially out of their
seats, |ooked at others at the table, reconsidered, sat, and glared grinly
strai ght ahead rather than toward the head of the table. Narval smrked. A
bonbshel |, i ndeed.

"Until now we have played children's ganes with the U PS, " he continued,
raising his voice to the level and tone of a despot's traditional bellowto
repel an inmagined eneny. "That time is past. W nust nove on to a strategy
that is nore aggressive than petty raids on U PS shipping or to merely destroy
a few of their insignificant patrols.

"The build-up of INOR s military forces has reached the | evel at which

toget her, we have the strength to influence the final stages of Slingshot
construction. That includes the [aunch schedul e of the Extractor station to

Al pha Centauri. W nust use this new power to benefit all nations in the Quter
Region. In short, the warships and weapons in Planet Pluto's mlitary fleet,
along with those of your governnents, are a force that the U PS can not

i gnore."

Narval notioned to Drunmer.

"The Procl amation."”

Bringing his hand close, he inspected its pal mand fingers.

Selecting a fingernail, he comrenced nibbling at it, giving the task his ful
attention.

Drumrer rose to his feet, drew a scrol |l ed docunent fromthe sl eeve of his robe
and unrolled it. Holding the scroll low so that his listeners could see his
face, he read fromthe scroll w thout hesitation or inflection



"The President of Planet Pluto sends greetings to the President of the United
Inner Planetary Systemand to all citizens of the |Inner Region

"I, President Reen Narval, hereby declare and proclaimthat Planet Pluto, as
an i ndependent and properly constituted menber of the |Independent Nations of
the Quter Region (INOR), has the legal and inalienable right to use and to
defend INOR territory under ny jurisdiction consistent with time-honored
custom and i nterplanetary | aw.

"The Covernnent of Planet Pluto, now and henceforth, assunes for itself as
awful all dom nant rights of independent nations to possess and control al
territory, properties, materials, supplies and all other resources on and
beneat h the surface of Planet Pluto. Such rights extend off-planet to nationa
boundari es established in conformance with treaties in effect for delineating
pl anetary and satellite jurisdictions in near and contiguous space.

"Through this Proclamation, we, the Governnent of Planet Pluto, exercise our
rights and inpose our legitimte authority.

"On the other hand, we are realists. It is not possible for us, at this stage
of Plutonian national and industrial devel opnent, to assunme the operation and
servicing of vital life and community support systems, nor has the Pl anet
Pluto Government the technical skills and facilities at this time to produce
and deliver infrastructure and comodities essential for a self-sustaining
econony. "

Drunmer raised his eyes and quickly scanned the I NOR anbassadors seated al ong
each side of the conference table. Hi s voice raised slightly for enphasis.

"We, therefore,” he intoned, "conditionally grant to the CGovernnent of the
United Inner Planetary Systemlicense to install, operate, and service al

life and general infrastructure support systens in Coldfield, and in al

posts, canps and stations on the surface of Planet Pluto, its satellite Charon
and throughout its contiguous space.

"We are, furthernore, gracious hosts. W herewith grant conditional perm ssion
for all spaceports, |anding pads and nooring towers, and their associated
techni cal accoutrenments and equi pnent, to remain open to UPS traffic. This
conditional permi ssion is granted providing qualified U PS technicians and

adm ni strators under the oversight of Plutonian citizens staff these
facilities. The Plutonian overseers will be afforded training by the UPS to
qualify themto assune the primary's operational and nanagenent
responsibilities in all functions within two Earth years fromthe date of this
Procl amati on. The CGovernnent of Planet Pluto, as sovereign, will provide for
station security and will exercise oversight and offer guidance through its
appoi nted admini strators.

"The CGovernment of Planet Pluto hereby levies an inventory tax on al
materials and products arriving in Plutonian territories fromthe U PS.

The tax base includes all raw materials, partial and fully fabricated
structures, technical equipnent, and components thereof which are or yet to be
committed to Slingshot. The Slingshot Logistics Depot, which occupies space
within Plutonian jurisdiction, and all U PS cargo transports entering

Pl ut oni an space, are subject to this inventory tax.

"Qur inventory tax is merely an extension of the passage tax on ships
intruding on INOR s jurisdictions and which is currently being negotiated by
the U PS and | NOR governments.

W anticipate the successful conpletion to these negotiations.

"This Decree is in effect. Your cooperation is wel coned."

#it

Drunmer rel eased the | ower end of the scroll and watched it curl up. He
finished rolling the docunent, bound it with a ribbon, and tucked it into his
sl eeve. He stood silent, eyes on Narval



Narval rose as he spoke slowy, his tone disdainful. "I suggest that you
conmuni cate wi th your CGovernnents concerning nmy nmessage to President Canari
Add mmy expression of trust that they appreciate the advantages of presenting a
common front."

Waddl i ng toward the door, he beckoned Drumrer to foll ow.

Chapt er FI FTEEN

Narval sl ouched back into his overstuffed chair.

Drunmer faced himfrom across the enornous ebony-conposite desk.

Bringi ng his hand cl ose, Narval searched for a fingernail that denmanded his
attention.

"President Camari nust accept that we have the mlitary forces to inpose our
will on Slingshot," he said, momentarily shifting his eyes to Drunmer.

"I'f he does not accept ny offer I want to ramit down his throat. Have you
conme up with an action to inplenent our new policy?"

"1 have."

"Lay it out."

"Wth no advance notice, inpose the inventory tax on all Slingshot supplies on
board the Depot and on U PS vessels on both sides of the Fandango force field.
The first step is to conduct our own inventory of U PS property in Plutonian
space; to do that we nust have on site access to the Depot's records, and spot
check the records against the assets. The presence of our nilitary forces in
space close to the Depot will back up our inventory staff. Businesslike,
formal, and highly visible."

"Why don't you use that tactic on the dozens of Slingshot |aboratories and
assenbly centers here on Pluto's surface? Seens to nme that woul d be |ess
risky."

"For good reasons, M. President. W need an exercise that is sufficiently

vi si bl e, even spectacular, to nake both the U PS and our I NOR allies respect
our will and capabilities to use organized nmilitary forces throughout our
legitimate jurisdiction. A surface operation on Pluto will be barely noticed
and not inpress themwth our mlitary strength.”

"How do you expect the Depot to react?"

"At first, with confusion. The Depot Conmander will try to bluff. Meanwhile,
he'll spunnel an alarmto Earth and insist on guidance. W nust not accept
del ay. "

"What if you neet resistance?"

"Overcone it. Set an exanple. After all, we are exercising our rights as a
soverei gn nation."

"And after the inventory?"

"If peacefully acconplished, we withdraw. We'll spunnel formal docunentation
to the UPS on the anmbunt of taxes due, the schedule for paynent and penalties
for delinquencies.”

"The penal ties?"

"I have several in mnd. Fines for mnor delays, blockade of the depot and,
eventually, mlitary action should they get nasty."

"How soon can you | aunch?"
"Three days."

"Do it."



Drunmer turned to |l eave. Narval raised his jeweled hand. Drumrer paused and
turned back.

"What's this |I've heard from Scarf about you taking a pack of escaped | nner
Regi on convi cts under your w ng?"

"There's nmore to it than that," replied Drunmer.

He filled in the gaps.

Narval scrutinized his fingernails as Drunmer tal ked.

"I"msurprised to hear you patroni ze drinking establishnents where such
raf fi sh el enents gather,"
Narval rnurmured around the focus of his attention

"I feel it nmy duty to get about, to see, and to listen. There is nmuch to learn
by observing our people going about their daily lives. The Charnel Pit is one
of the few places in Coldfield where people gather to relax and tal k. "

Narval peered sideways at Drummer from narrowed eyes.

"Hm you see and you listen to the people. Wiat else, | wonder? Do the people
al so see and listen to you? What do you tell them Drunmmer?"
"I tell themnothing, President Narval. | don't know what you nean."

"Well, let it go for now Back to your little brood. You say they're

experi enced spacers, and you've checked the facts of their escape. You know
we' re short-handed in technicians for the mlitary fleet. Can we use thenP"
"I"'mnot certain that | trust them" Drunmer responded.

"Test them"
" How?"
"Take them al ong on the inventory operation."

"...and?"

"As | say, test them Force whoever is leading theminto a difficult
situation. Keep himclose to you and watch how he works hinmself out of it. If
he does well, throw himto another pack of wolves. Get himand his gang

i nvol ved, deeper. Mke them prove thensel ves. Wen you're satisfied, bring
themup to a |l evel where we're squeezing fromthemall they have that's useful
to us."

"Scarf is after them"
"Leave Scarf to nme, Drunmmer. That's all."
H#it

Scarf entered and waited for Narval to notice him

Narval 's eyes were fixed on his hands. He spoke wi thout | ooking up

"Drummrer has given ne his side of the incident in the bar-room" he said, his
voice cutting with sarcasm "The hangers-on in that sinkhole have, by now,
spread their version all over Coldfield, Lanplight, as well as the depot and
Sl i ngshot .

You canme out of it looking like a fool in a confrontation that enhances
Drunmer's inage to the detriment of the President's Chief of Security.”

Narval raised his head. His small eyes drilled into Scarf.

"I don't trust Drunmer," he said. "l suspect himof trying to subvert ny rule.
He's too popular in the Council and anmong the officers and nen of the mlitary
fleet. I can't chance direct action against himat this time. For the nonent,



I need his expertise in mlitary strategy and nanagi ng our resources.

"I"'mlooking to you to find or create enough evidence so that, when |I'mready,
we can undermine Drummer's reputation. As it is, you've built himup by
enbarrassi ng your high position in my government.

Do your job right, and nmy problemw th Drummer will fade away. |'m not pleased
at all with your progress so far."

Scarf's face was fl ushed.

"Yes, sir," he said. "My intent was to accost Drumer in a public place, draw
hi m out, and make him | ook foolish. The circunstances in the Charnel Pit were
fine, or so | thought. Intervention by an outsider was totally unexpected.
When | get ny hands on that convict, | have plans for him™"

"Hold off, Scarf. You can have himwhen |'m done with the pack, including
Drunmer. Until then, put your anger aside."

"Yes, sir.
"Now, listen carefully."

Narval |eaned forward, eyes on Scarf. He described Drunmmrer's upconing
i nventory operation. Stubby fingers snoothed the desk surface.

"Il tell Drummer that | want you to go along on the inventory," he said.
"Thi nk up a reason

| don't care what it is so long as it gets you aboard. The real reason is to
keep your eyes on Drunmer, the operation, and these convicts he's harboring. |
want to know everything that happens.

Do you under st and?"

"Yes, sir. | do." Scarf's eyes lit up. He continued eagerly. "If Drumrer goes
to the depot or boards U PS ships, | should go along to see what he does.

As Chief of Security, ny position should conpel himto acconpany him |
suggest, sir, that you appoint nme as your counter-intelligence representative
on Drumer's task force. My job, then, would be to check if the depot or a
transport, whichever we board, is conducting secret surveillance of our
mlitary facilities, field training, and ship novenents. Drumer can be told
that nmy boarding the depot would be essential to the m ssion you' ve assigned
to ne."

"Hasn't our man on the depot told us they' ve been perforning those
observations for the UPS for quite a while? Wuldn't Drumer see through that

pl oy?"

"Not if you tell himthis would be the first opportunity for your Chief of
Security to enter a U PS domain and report to you directly on his
observations. It would take ne out from under Drunmer's conmand."

"Hm yes, | see what you nean." Narval returned to examning his fingernails.
He lifted a finger to his |ips and nibbl ed.

"Very well, Scarf. 1'Il tell Drunmer.”

Chapt er S| XTEEN

Drunmer paced the command deck of the Plutonian flagship Dragon, Brad nearby.
Scarf, spraw ed in an open accell o-net fastened to a nearby bul khead, watched
and | i stened.

The ship vibrated as it noved along the launch rail |eading to the nouth of

t he tunnel hanger. Captain Hyk, the ship's Commander, hunched over a contro
conput er on the nearby bridge and snapped orders to his Operations Oficer



Bot h cast sideways gl ances at Scarf, disconfited by his presence.

Brad visualized the scene on the bridges and flight decks of the nore than two
dozen warships, ranging fromcruisers to fighters that forned the task force.
Al were in final countdown for |aunch fromtunnels and galleries cut into

rei nforced chasnms across a hundred kay of Pluto's surface.

At Drunmer's invitation, Brad anal yzed the | aunch schedul e and depl oynent
pattern. He had tactfully suggested substantive alterations to mninize
warning time to the depot and its nearby transports. After some debate, during
whi ch Brad repeatedly justified his proposals to skeptical ship commanders,
they were conputer-tested, nodified and accepted.

Brad knew he was on trial. Ram s words surfaced as he scanned the bridge:

"...you will lie, cheat, bribe, subvert, sabotage, and kill for us, and should
our greater purpose call for you to do so, against us."
"This one," he nused, ironically, "is on the 'against us' side of the |edger."

Hodak appeared at the entry to the command deck and beckoned to Brad. As Brad
approached, Scarf rose and sauntered in their direction, seemngly
scrutinizing instrunent dials and panels along the way. Hi s ears seened to
throb with the effort of eavesdropping.

"I'"ve gone over the maintenance and operations checklists for all ships and
techni cal support conmitted to this mssion, as you told nme to,"

Hodak said, "and then spot-checked them against installed equi prment. W' ve
only been on this job a couple of days, so | couldn't probe to any meani ngful
dept h. "

He heaved a deep sigh. "Fromwhat |'ve seen so far, Brad, the systens are not
as well -mai ntai ned as they should be, and nmuch of the data and crew training
are not applicable or out of date.

"My recommendation is that as soon as we get back we conduct a hard-nosed
prof essi onal inspection of the fleet to pinpoint all the cats-and-dogs these
dunder heads have jerry-rigged into the equi pnent and the software. W gotta
give priority to the checklists that need to be updated to correspond wth
installed equipnment. No two ships have the sane configuration, so each
checklist will have to be tailored. That's only the first step, and it'll be
one helluva lotta work."

"Drunmmrer's main concern right nowis getting through this operation wthout
usi ng weapons or incurring a technical breakdown," Brad said.

"Either one will detract fromthe inmage we're trying to build. He should know
ASAP what you found. I'Il pass it along to him Stand by with Kum ko in case
Drunmer needs sone techni cal advice on weapons or engineering."”

"Ri ght."

Hodak turned to | eave, and his eyes net Scarf's.

Hodak grinned, and gave Scarf a thunbs up. Scarf gl owered and turned away,
nmovi ng back to the net.

Hodak di sappeared down t he passageway.

The ship advanced along a rail into a gallery at the mouth of the tunnel
Captain Hyk turned to Drummer.

"The Dragon is at launch station," he said.
Drunmer and Brad stepped fromthe command deck to a small bal cony overl ooki ng
a shallow pit covered by a pale, translucent screen. A network of |ines,
representing tunnels and galleries, fornmed on the screen, each incorporating a
tiny, yellow noving and blinking light to indicate a warship under Drunmer's
conmand. As each light reached | aunch position, it halted and changed from
yellow to green. Drummer and Brad watched the [ ast of the yellows convert. Al
green, ready to | aunch



Drunmer picked up a mcrophone, Brad beside him
"This is Drumrer,"
First wave
Launch. "

he said. "Operation authenticator Tornado Six. Execute.

Five green lights flashed to red and di sappeared, on their way to

predesi gnated stations outside Fandango: one off each blunt end of the Depot
cylinder and the renainder at the entry to the gateway force field.

Ten seconds | ater Drummer repeated his codes and | aunched the second wave. The
corresponding lights on the screen flashed red and out. New green |ights
appeared in their place, this time nmoving in arcs converging on the cylinder
centered in a sphere: the depot in its force field cocoon

The converging |ines nmassed, reformed, and spread into a pattern resenbling
the spoke tips of an open unbrella, with the Gateway, the crowded transports
and the depot centered at what would be the unbrella's handgrip.

H#it
Drumrer turned his head and | ooked at Brad.

"Went off rather well," he said.
"Seens so. That was the easy part. | don't envy you the next."
Drunmer touched a switch connecting himto the bridge.

"Captain," he said. "Launch the Dragon. Take your position at the coordi nates
| gave to you. Activate our conmsystemto the depot."

The ship shuddered as it shot fromthe gallery and headed for the
concentration of spacecraft above Pluto. It slowed as it passed through the
unbrella formation and stopped fifty kay fromthe nearest transport.

Time |l apse fromlaunch was | ess than two m nutes.

Surprise was conplete; the effect, paral yzing.

Al'l movenent around the depot slowed to a halt.

The intranet filled with "What the hell's going on?"

"Who are these guys?", and "Bring on the dancing girls." Then, suddenly, the
channel s bl anked, replaced by silence.

Drunmer keyed his mcrophone open and handed it to Brad.

Brad took on a harsh tone.

"Attention: Commander of Slingshot Logistics Depot and Masters of all vessels,
i nside or outside the Fandango Force Field. The national interests of the
Government of Planet Pluto demands conpliance with Plutonian | aws by al
persons and properties within its jurisdiction. You and your vessels and the
Logi stics Depot are in Plutonian territory, therefore, our |laws apply to you.
"The Fl eet Commander of this Plutonian Security Force wi shes to speak with the
Conmmander of the Slingshot Logistics Depot. Depot Conmander, please identify
yoursel f and stand by. Acknow edge."

Silence. Thirty seconds.

"Logistics Depot. This is the Plutonian Security Force. The nessage we sent
you nmonents ago was for the Depot Commander. Did you read? Acknow edge."

The reply cane

"Your message received. Please identify Fleet Commander."

Brad and Drummer exchanged gl ances. Drummer chuckl ed.

"The formalities nust be observed," he chuckled, his tone dry. "Tell him"



Brad keyed the m ke
"Fl eet Commander Deke Drummer." He put a rasp into his voice. "Now, get on
withit."

Anot her voi ce canme on
"Col onel Hanno here. |I'mthe Depot Conmander
What the hell game are you playing, Drunmer?"

Brad's tone turned icy.

"Let's get one point straight, Colonel Hanno. You will be speaking with a

Fl eet Conmmander with the rank of Admiral. Should you need to be remi nded,
Planet Pluto is a sovereign and i ndependent nation, and you are a guest within
our borders. Your choice of words is offensive. Do you read?"

A | ong pause.
"l read.”
Chapt er SEVENTEEN

Drunmmer reached for the mike.

"Col onel Hanno, this is Admiral Drummer." He wi nked at Brad.

"Col onel, nmy Governnent requires an inventory of Slingshot properties,
materials and supplies in your depot and on the transports nearby. The

i nformati on we develop fromthis one-tine inventory will be used to compute
U PS taxes while the depot and transports are in Plutonian jurisdiction

My fleet is escorting the inventory specialists.

Pl ease arrange for themto board your Depot and the transports on both sides
of your force field, so that they can get to their work."

"I have not received instructions fromny Government concerning the inventory
or the taxes to which you refer."

"That is between you and your CGovernnent. | am here at the express order of
Presi dent Narval to see that the inventory is conducted. May | count on your
cooper ati on?"

"If | decline, what then?"

"Bl ockade, for starters."
"The UPS will not permt your interference with our operations."
"I's that the formal response of your Government to ny request?"

A short pause. "No."

"Then | suggest you di spense with posturing and arrange to receive the
i nventory crews. Please instruct all Msters of transports and other ships
doi ng business with your depot to cooperate with our agents."

Anot her voice cut in, heavy with anger.

"No goddamed shakedown artists are comi ng aboard ny ship."

Brad notioned Drunmer to give himthe mike, indicating by his facial
expression that the intruder did not deserve a direct response from Drunmer's
I evel .

"This is Commander Curtin," Brad said with | owtoned authority, "Executive to
Admi ral Drummrer. \Who speaks?"

He wi nked at Drunmer, who | eaned back in his chair, grinning.

"Li eut enant Bura, conmandi ng the transport Sandbox. | repeat: keep your damm
squeeze clerks away fromny ship, regardl ess how | egitimate you cl ai myour



pur pose to be."

"You're in no position to refuse," Brad shot back

"You're in Plutonian territory, and we have every right to enploy police or
mlitary powers to enforce our jurisdiction. You will cooperate in this

i nventory, peacefully, if possible; under force, if necessary."

"You'll have to fight your way on to ny ship."

Bura's voice was harsh, angry. "Be advised we are arned and prepared to repel
unaut hori zed boar ders.

| take your demands to be attenpted extortion, and a clear threat to the
safety of my ship, crew and cargo. That, at the least, is piracy in ny book
and | amwithin my authority to use force to keep pirates off ny ship. Now,
chew on that."

"Li eutenant Bura." Brad's voice was space-cold.

"You now insult the Plutonian Governnent by accusing it of piracy. Your
attitude gives us good reason to question the purpose of your presence in our
territory. By your words, you command an armnmed vessel. Now you dare to
threaten legitimte representatives of a sovereign nation with your guns. W
have no choice but to conclude you are a danger to our ships and to our
peopl e. "

"Ridiculous. | amnerely protecting the safety and integrity of my ship."

"So you say. Neverthel ess, you have threatened to use force agai nst our
exercise of legitimate rights. Tell ne, Bura, is your ship really a comerci al
cargo transporter or is it a UPS warship with a mlitary m ssion inside our
| egal jurisdiction?"

"What in hell are you trying to do, whoever you are? My ship is a transporter
of cargo, and you know that damed well."

"I know no such thing. Al | knowis that you claimto be arned and say you
wi |l use your weapons against us. | repeat: are you on a military m ssion?"
"No, damm it, | amnot."

"I don't believe you."

"That's your problem"

"Not at all, my man, it's yours. You insult and then threaten harmto us."
Brad grinned at Drunmer, who was watching himw th an apprai sing expression
"Qur fire control system has you marked and our guns are trained on your ship.
How does that strike you?"

Si |l ence
"I say," Brad roared, "Bura of the Sandbox, how does that strike you? You have
ten seconds to reply."

Li eutenant Bura's voice came in, low and tight with suppressed rage.

"I read you, loud and clear. My gun crews are standi ng down."

"Unacceptable, Bura," Brad said flatly, "you remain a serious obstacle to the
success of our m ssion

Stand by and do not interrupt again. Admral Drumrer wi shes to conplete this
transaction with the Depot Commander. Col onel Hanno, we are waiting for your
answer to Admral Drummer's request, which, | repeat, is to arrange for our

i nventory specialists to performtheir duties aboard your Depot and the
transports within your control area."

"I take note of your fleet's deploynment, Admiral Drummer," the voice of
Col onel Hanno was subdued but intense, "and the manner in which your Executive
responded to Lieutenant Bura's protest.

My responsibility for the safety of U PS supplies, properties and personne



under my command and for U PS vessels in the Planet Pluto Special Zone |eaves
me no choice but to accede to your outrageous denmands. | do so under nost

sol emm and vi gorous protest, and only because your guns are trained at our
heads. Be aware these conversations are being recorded and spunnel -transnitted
to ny Governnent as we speak.”

"Your protests are noted, Colonel Hanno," Drummer said, taking over. "Please
convey our respects to your Governnent. Now, as to procedure for the audit, |
suggest we set up a small group of administrators and specialists to prepare
schedul es and other details. This rmust be done i mediately, as we have no w sh
to delay your support operations unnecessarily. Do you agree?"

"Yes."

"Good. One of ny ships is now approaching the Gateway. | realize you may have
reservations concerning one of nmy mlitary craft entering your restricted
zone, and | respect your reservations.

Pl ease have your representatives board the Plutonian craft outside the
Gateway. My specialists are aboard, and the two groups can work out the
details. Is this satisfactory?"

"I reject your term'satisfactory', and accede under the sanme protest."

"I understand, Col onel Hanno. By the way, one other matter, concerning the
Sandbox. | cannot accept Bura's assurance that his gun crews are on 'stand
down' . "

"What do you nean?"

"I mean, Colonel Hanno, that | insist on an inspection of the Sandbox by
menbers of my military staff so that | amcertain the Sandbox's guns are not a
threat to the safety of nmy fleet. | cannot continue to dissipate ny

capabilities by the need to keep the Sandbox under special surveillance
t hroughout this operation. The Sandbox guns nust be rendered inoperative and,
frankly, | don't trust Bura to performthat service for ne."

"Li eutenant Bura," said Col onel Hanno, "I assume that you and other ships
Conmanders have been listening in on this delightful exchange."

"l have."
"What do you say?"

"You're the Zone Conmander."
"For the safety of your ship and the rest of us, | reconmend you conply wth
their demand."

"Yes, sir.

"Adm ral Drunmmer?"

"Very good. Have the Sandbox stand by to receive boarders. This conpl etes our
di scussion, Colonel Hanno. I'lIl get back to you if the situation calls for
it."

Chapt er ElI GHTEEN
Brad studi ed the Sandbox on the utility's view screen.

"I think you' d better have a | ook," he said to Kum ko as he tw sted aside on
the cramped flight deck. She peered over his shoul der

"CGot a problen?" Scarf sneered, his bulk cranped the remaining space behind
the flitter's pilot seat. He hunched forward trying to see around Kum ko
Brad ignored the question. He waited for Kum ko's assessnent of the Sandbox,
dead ahead.



Drummrer had given himthe job.

"I want this done," he told Brad, "in a way that will denonstrate to the U PS
that we're serious, and can back our words with actions. W' ve got to repl ace
their image of us as misfits. They've got to see us as an organized mlitary

force that can defend its vital interests and, if necessary, inpose its will."

"What do you have in m nd?"

"I want to use Kum ko's expertise as a weapons officer famliar with |Inner
Regi on ordnance. | want both of you to board the Sandbox and check al
installed armanment that can be directed against our fleet. Avoid a scrap, but
if you find the guns have not been deactivated, do it for them"

He pointed at Brad to give enphasis to his words.

"I don't want their weapons slipping back into operational status as soon as
you | eave their ship.

Whatever it is you do, fix their armanment controls so that it'll take them at
| east fifteen hours to get them back on line. We'll need that nmuch tine to
finish our job here and return to base.”

Scarf joined them |istening.
"I don't like it." H s words were angry; his features petul ant.

Drunmer | ooked at Scarf with open scorn
"Your likes and dislikes are the |east of ny concerns,’
back to Brad.

he snorted and turned

Scarf cut back in.

"I repeat, Drumer, | don't like it, and what | like or don't like is your
concern. I'mhere on counter-intelligence work, and I don't |ike your sending
this guy," thunbing toward Brad, "and one of his sidekicks over to a U PS ship
on a highly sensitive assignnent. |I'mnot that trusting they'Il do the job as

t horoughly as you're laying it out."
Drunmer frowned.
"What do you suggest?"

"That | go along."

Brad stepped back to let the two work it out.

He didn't relish the assignnent. The Sandbox's commander was not going to
accept boarders graciously.

"You go al ong? What the hell for?"

"To see how the assignment is carried out, and frankly, to make sure this guy
doesn't, shall we say, inadvertently pass infornmation to the enenmy." After a
bri ef pause, Scarf added,

"I"'mwithin ny authority, Drumrer. Part of the counter-intelligence function,"
adding, with a smrk, "Don't you agree?"

##

The utility's approach to the cylindrical Sandbox closed in on the port side.
Brad, at the controls, increased viewer magnification and inspected the ship
cl osely. Kum ko, |ooking at the sane inmage, reached under Brad' s arm and

adj usted knobs and | evers, zeroing in on one gun turret after another along

t he Sandbox's | ength. She whistled softly.

"They're | oaded for bear," she said. "Circle them Brad, let's see what's on



the other side."
Brad took the utility around to starboard, then topside and bel ow.
Scarf again. "OK, you've |ooked her over. Now, what's the problen®"

"The ship has four |aser-quads and a couple of explosive deconpressors. She's
a heavily arned attack transport, that's all."

"So what? Can you do the job?"

Kum ko | ooked at Scarf, her normally soft features tw sted, passive but icy.
"Ch, yes," she said.
"I can do it. May take a little tine, though.”

Scarf | eaned back

"Well, let's not fool around with these jokers. If they don't cooperate, I'm
for back to the Dragon and let our guns talk for us."

"Listen, Scarf," Brad said, exasperated, "our job is to disable the armanent,
not destroy the ship.

Also, if you recall, Drumrer wants to get through this exercise w thout using
force. That's why we're here: to fix the Sandbox so they and any other ship
conmanders of like mind won't get ideas about resisting us. It's a
psychol ogi cal play that will nake the rounds of the Quter as well as the I|nner
Region. It's to our advantage to show we do our job with mnimmfuss. So,
let's get on with it."

Brad opened the inter-ship commline.

"Cal ling Sandbox. This is Curtin on Dragon Utility One, approaching from your
starboard. Are you prepared to receive us?"

"Ready," canme back. "Your air lock is nunber 4, starboard. Go there now. W
will extend unbilical and catwal k as soon as you're matched up."

Brad guided his craft around and al ong the Sandbox to a portal bearing a |arge
painted "4." Slowing the utility, he closed with the Sandbox, gently fingering
controls until they were matched precisely to the heavy transport's bearing
and drift.

"Now, " he said.

Kum ko hit a switch, and the utility beam anchor connected to a triangul ar
pl ate above the airlock, immbilizing and fixing the utility to the huge
transporter's axis.

The nunber 4 cl anshell panels drew back and slipped aside. A yellow and
white-striped catwal k snaked out and suckled up to the utility's hatch.

Kum ko took in the overhead dials and lights.

"On track," she said, and after a nonent,

"connected and secure.”

Brad cl osed a bank of sw tches, opened another.

"We' || take no unnecessary chances,"” he said. "I'msetting the thruster to cut
in at twenty percent as soon as we're back in and slamthe hatch. Five seconds
and into forty, another three and we go max. That's for just in case. So, if
we need to nove fast when we board, hit the accello-nets pronto. Got it?"

"Right,"” from Kum ko
" Scarf ?"

"Sure, sure. | got it."



"Next. | want 'emto be able to see that the power settings on our sidearmnms
are | ow enough so as not to kill or cause serious injury. Is that clear?"

"If they start anything, |'d just as soon take a few of them out for good."
Scarf postured his belligerence.

"Not hi ng doing, Scarf," Brad shot back. "Using our weapons on this mssion is
bound to delay the schedule, if not much worse. It's been foul ed up al ready by
this little sortie. So don't provoke 'em set your weapon in the | ower

l evel s. "

Brad set his weapon at the extrene |ow setting and noted that Kum ko did the
same. Scarf set his at the highest level in the non-lethal category, and with
a sneer at Brad, returned the weapon to its sheath.

Kum ko | ooked t houghtful. "W should wear suits while we're on board the
Sandbox, Brad," she said.
"It may slow us down a bit, but we'll need to |l ook at gun enpl acenents that

have mnimal air or none at all."
"Sounds reasonable. OK, keep your suits on."

They rigged their sidearnms for control fromw thin their suits and transferred
themto outer sheaths.

They donned the suits, checked each other's suit security, seal pressure,

i nter-suit conmmuni cations, and reported.

"Mbove out," Brad said.
Chapt er NI NETEEN

The Sandbox's receiving officer observed Brad and his party's approach through
a clear pane in the air lock's pressurized section. The four husky deckhands
and the officer-in-charge hefted snub-nosed rifles.

A pressure-suited deckhand responded to Brad's hand signal that his crew was
aboard by conducting a visual safety check of the ship-to-utility connections.
He turned away, and Brad felt the deck vibrate as the clanshells slammed shut.
Kum ko and Scarf noved up to stand behind Brad as pressure equalizers hissed.
Morrents later, the air lock's inner door slid aside and they passed through
Opening their helmet faceplates, they returned the glares of the receiving
party.

"Ri nmov, and gunnery is ny business,’
gonna do to ny guns?"

said the officer, "what in hell are you

Brad wi shed he were beside the grizzled spacefarer facing their common
adversary, rather than confronting him

"Curtin, and my business is to nake sure your guns don't get you all killed. |
want to check your weapons control center, and every gun enpl acenent.

First, central control."

"Hey," chinmed in Scarf. "How about a drink with the ship's conmander?
Courtesies of the space-ways, and all that? I'd sure like to sanple sone I|nner
Regi on booze.™"

"You guys ain't invited guests, no way," Rinov flashed back. "The Comander is
fussy about the people he drinks with."

"Well, you tell him.." Scarf raised a fist to add gesture to his words, but
Brad waved himoff, his eyes hol ding on Ri nov.

"To hell with that," he snapped. "We're here to do a job and get back to our



ship. | repeat: first, the fire control center, then each gun enpl acenment.
Now, "
"Qur fire control center has been deactivated. Wiy do you have to see each
gun?"

"You know damm well, Rinov," Brad said, putting as much harshness into his
tone as he could nuster
"Your pieces can be fired independent of central control; |I'm going to make

sure they won't be.
Let's get on with it."

Brad noted that Rinov was staring at the intensity slide visible on the
breechbl ock of his sheathed weapon. Rinmov then tilted his head to scrutinize
the settings on Kum ko and Scarf's weapons. His brows tightened, puzzled. It
passed.

"COK, follow ne,"’

he said, pivoting and taking the |ead.

The passageways were narrow, confining themto two abreast. Ri nmov and one of
his nen wal ked ahead, the other three escorts followed cl ose behind Brad and
his party. The corridors they traversed had been cl eared; no encounters.

Brad, famliar with transports of the line, menorized their route. They had
boar ded ami dshi ps, | ower starboard, and were headed for an arnor-encl osed
section near the stern. The surveillance and tracki ng gear and the

| aser-quads' fire control conmputers should be there. That part shoul d be
relatively sinple. They reached a cl osed, heavy door. Rinov turned to Brad,
his face reflecting rage.

"You didn't answer my question,” he grow ed.

"What're you gonna do to my guns?"

"Not hi ng you couldn't fix in a couple of work shifts,
to the door.
"Let's nove."

Brad replied, notioning

Grudgi ngly, Rinmov placed his palmon the disk lock. A click and the heavy door
retracted into the adjacent bul khead.

As Brad expected, the fire control center consisted of dozens of consoles,
scopes, directional and power control devices, and clusters of conmputer
term nal s.

Kum ko and Brad circled the small roomas Scarf watched fromhis position
i nside the entryway.

Ri mov stood beside Scarf, his guards along the bul khead, tense, weapons
directed at the deck.

Kum ko pointed to a consol e.

"I"ve got to see behind that panel, Brad," she said, pointing. "The master
firing systemcontrols should be concentrated there."

Brad turned and waved Rinov closer. Scarf didn't nove; he got it all on his
hel met i ntercom

"Renove the panel," Brad said, pointing.

"Wn't take ny word, will you," Rinov grow ed.
Reachi ng over, he snapped several quick disconnects, slid the panel forward,

reached into the recess behind, fiddl ed a couple of seconds, and pulled the
panel forward again. It cane |oose, and he stepped back with it in his hands.



"Cut the power to this console," Kunm ko ordered.

Ri mov shrugged, noved to another console and snapped several sw tches. Kuni ko
wat ched cl osel y.

Ri mov turned back and observed her check several lights and dials above the
space from where the panel had been renoved.

Satisfied, Kum ko drew off her outer glove. Her hand renai ned encased in
translucent, skin-tight insulation. Reaching into the cavity, she withdrew a
tiny black chip. Setting it down on a nearby shelf, she repeated the
operation. Shortly, a dozen chips lay on the shelf.

Ri mov flushed with fury as he watched Kum ko work, but renained silent.

Finally, Kum ko stepped back, pulled a plastic bag froma pocket in her suit,
and dropped in the assorted parts. Looking around the room she went to a wall
cabi net, opened the door, rummaged about and withdrew still nore chips.

"Back up supplies," she said, adding themto the others in the plastic bag.

Kum ko | ooked at Brad.

"The fire control center is out of action," she said. "Even if they do have
nore spares stashed away, it'll take themat |east twenty hours to install the
parts and calibrate the system™

Brad turned to Rimov. "Let's start with the aft gun turrets, and take them in
order, noving forward."

Chapt er TWENTY

The next two hours were given to rushing al ong passageways, clinbing

conpani onways and | adders, and crawl i ng al ong narrow wal kways. Several turrets
could only be reached fromthe outside; Kunmiko's advice to wear suits proved
sound.

At each gun enpl acenent, Rinov, his guards and Scarf watched Brad and Kum ko

i nspect sector guides, range and directional interlocks and power drives.

Once satisfied that a gun enpl acenent was not booby-trapped, Kum ko inserted
random real i gnment paranmeters into | aser blocks, twirled tracking sequencers
into disarray, and switched about chips and connectors. Wen she was done with
aturret, the gun had a zero firing potential, and would take hours to repair,
calibrate and test.

Brad noted that Rinov, follow ng Kum ko's work cl osely, showed grudgi ng
admration in his eyes.

She was disabling the guns with gentle care, not damagi ng them and R nov knew
it.

Finally, they were at the ship's bow The final turret had been rendered

i noperati ve.

Brad faced Ri nov.

"We'l | be on our way. Back to the air |ock."

Brad was relieved. They would soon be in the utility, heading back to the
Dragon, the job done.

Even Scarf could not fault them Scarf's report mght even work to the
Senti nel ' s advant age.

Ri mov took the | ead. The deckhands seened | ess tense. They sensed that R nov
was i npressed by Kunmi ko's professionalism and they, too, had observed the
consi deration that Kum ko had shown for the ship's equi prent. She was

obvi ously not a crowbar techie.

They noved toward the air lock single file, Rinov in the |ead, Brad, Kuniko
and Scarf follow ng, and the four deckhands, two abreast, in the rear



Roundi ng a corner, they stopped. Ahead, three nen crouched, laser-rifles at
their shoul ders ainmed at them

"Rinmov, and you guys in the rear, outta the way.

W're puttin' these bastards down."

The order cane froma short, blond-haired buck, eyes glaring above his
gunfight.

"Wait," Rinmov screaned. "What's the hell's goin' on, Cordy? These guys got
saf e conduct from Bura."

"I don't buy that, Rinmov. We got the word down bel ow that the ship's bein'
taken over by Narval's goons. W're gonna stop 'em Cone for'ard, I'mtellin’
ya. They're goin' down, right now GCet ready, Joe, Pete."

The two guards behind Scarf and Kum ko dropped to the deck and snaked back
around the corner.
They were not about to shoot at shipmates.

Ri mov dashed toward Cordy, his arns waving

"Don't fire. Back off," he shouted.

The men with the rifles were nomentarily confused, uncertain; one began to

| ower his weapon. Rinmov was a ship's officer; they would be in deep trouble if
t hey di sobeyed.

Wt hout warning, the decision was taken fromthem
Scarf pani cked.

St eppi ng back and behi nd Kum ko, using her as his shield, he frantically

j erked his heavy hand weapon | oose, at the sane time crouching in firing
position. Gipping the weapon with both hands, he rammed the setting into max
and fired around Kum ko. Brad was out of his nonentary line of fire. Not so
Ri nov.

The burst hit Rinov between the shoul der bl ades.

There was a sharp, crackling sound as cloth and Rinmov's flesh carbonized. He
fell forward, dead before he struck the deck.

No one noved. Cordy and his men stared at their fallen officer

Brad didn't wait for themto recover.
"Back," he shouted to Kum ko and Scarf. "Around the bend. Now. "

Kum ko whirl ed and raced around the corner
Scarf rolled back on to his feet and dashed after her. Brad foll owed.

Ri mov' s guards were nowhere in sight.

There was a roar of rage behind them

Cor dy.

"They shot Rinmov. After 'em Shoot to kill."

The passageway was |ong; they would be at the wong end of a shooting gallery
as soon as Cordy reached the bend. The only break was a narrow | adder through
a hatch in the overhead.

"Up," Brad commanded. "Fast."

Kum ko first, then Scarf. Brad foll owed.

As Brad drew his legs up through the hatchway a searing blast struck the



frame, mssing himby centimeters. Brad tw sted away as another bolt flashed
up through the hatch, scorching the bul khead from whi ch he had just noved.
Brad shouted down. "First guy who shoves his head through the hatch gets it
burned off." Turning to Kum ko and Scarf he whispered, "That won't hold them
for long."

"Li sten, about that shooting...", Scarf began

Brad snapped himshort with an inpatient gesture.

"Not now. Let's get to the utility."

They | ooked around. The space was al nost dark; the only light fromwidely
spaced, | ow power neutro-lanps. They were standing on a narrow platform
little nore than a | edge, fromwhich a catwal k bridged a conpl ex of girders
and cabl es.

Brad nentally reconstructed their route before Cordy's challenge. The porta

t hrough whi ch they boarded should be within fifty neters of where they
crouched. Their lives depended on the catwal k passing close to it.

Studyi ng the arrangenent of the structures around them and the coding on cable
bundl es, Brad peered along the catwal k, first in one direction, then the
opposite.

He | ooked at the open hatch and shouted down. "W demand safe conduct to our
ship. Do you hear ne?"

Si | ence
Scarf shoved his face cl ose to Brad.

"Are you kiddin'?" he said, his tone expressing his disbelief. "I just killed
one of their men. They're not gonna give us safe conduct anywhere."

"I know that," Brad replied. "Even if they do prom se us safe conduct, it'll
be just to get at us. | want themto think we're going to hole up here unti
they give us an answer. Bura must know by now. W' ve got to get off before he
personal |y takes charge of the search.”

Brad again scrutinized the ship's stringers and cable insulation colors. He
poi nt ed.

"Stay close.”

They crossed stretches where | edges and wal kways narrowed abruptly to barely
enough for passage.

Sharp projections along the way snagged and abraded their protective suits.
They realized that they might face serious seepage fromtheir suits as soon as
they entered the vacuum of space.

A sudden, raking fire erupted behind them Metal frames around them darkened
fromthe bolts of energy.

Scarf jerked his weapon and returned the shots before Brad could stop him The
flash of his weapon provided the ideal target, and brought concentrated fire
in return.

St oopi ng and sliding, Brad and Kum ko stunbled forward. Scarf scranbl ed al ong
behi nd, firing haphazardly to the rear

Scarf how ed with sudden pain. Brad | ooked back. In the dimlight, Scarf hung
over a girder, notionless.

Brad raced back to his side. A wide strip from sl eeve and shoul der was burned
away; bl ood oozed.

Kum ko bent beside Brad. She yanked her gl ove off, reached in through the
still smoking sleeve and felt for a pulse in Scarf's neck



"Alive."

She stepped back. Brad, in the cranped space, haul ed the unconscious Scarf
upright, bent, and with Kum ko's help, lifted himon to Brad's back

Scarf's scream of pain had brought a pause to the firing.

Graspi ng stanchions and cables for support, Brad staggered al ong the catwal k.

"Hat ch up ahead."

"Mght be it."
Brad gasped. Even in the light pseudo-gravity, Scarf's bulk was hard to
maneuver .

"Take a peek."

Kum ko was gone and back in an instant.

"Looks clear."

"No choice. Down you go. |I'Il drop himthrough."

Kum ko dropped out of sight. Brad thrust Scarf through the hatch and foll owed.
The drop was not deep

The nunber 4 air lock was | ess than ten neters ahead. Brad heaved Scarf across
his shoul ders, and with Kum ko | eadi ng the way, they rushed toward it.

The deck carried the slap of running feet, fast and cl osing.

Cordy appeared at the end of the passage. Seeing them he crouched on one knee
and rai sed his weapon.

Kum ko beat him at the sound of running, she had raised her sidearm As Cordy
took aim she fired.

Cordy fell back, stunned.

Brad had the door to the outer air |ock open, Scarf on the deck inside. Kum ko
rushed past Brad and he slamred the door and clipped it seal ed. She snatched
an energency space stretcher from a bul khead rack and snapped it open. It took
the two of themto roll Scarf's inert body into the envel ope, seal it around
himand start an oxygen flow.

They snapped their faceplates closed. Brad hit switches. The outer portals
slid apart. The catwal k and other connections to the utility were still in
pl ace. Carrying the stretcher between them they crossed over.

Chapt er TWENTY- ONE

Brad poked his head into Drumrer's office at Fleet Headquarters. Drunmer, at
hi s desk, bent over a docunent, cast frequent glances at el ectronic displays
on the wall nearby. Racks of data capsul es, no space for themon the busy
desk, crowded the floor nearby. A conical view tank, recessed in the wall to
his left, glowed with synbols of ships and their military characteristics,
along with tactical and logistical I|inks.

Scanni ng the monitors and view tank, Drummer hefted a hand control and pressed
keys. Eyes half-closed, he silently transformed nental inages into nenoranda
and nessages. Aware of Brad's presence, he paused and focused on himin the
door way.

"I thought you planned to take a couple of days off after Tornado Six," Brad
sai d.

"Can't," Drummer replied, his eyes back to his notes.



"What ' s happeni ng?"

"Until Tornado Six, our forces functioned as separate units. Tornado Six was
our fleet's first integrated operation. The m ssion succeeded because we got
away without mlitary opposition. | can't trust that sort of luck to hold. W
need to refine our tactics, based on our experience with the |og depot and
that armed transport, and in anticipation of an early organi zed response by
the U PS."

Brad appeared uncertain whether to remain or nove on.

"Stand by a nmonment, Brad."

Drunmer resumed recording. Synmbols in the tank flashed of f and on too quickly
for the eye to follow, but Drunmrer was no |longer giving themhis attention. He
touched a gl owi ng di sk on the armof his chair, sighed, and | eaned back. The
view tank cleared to continue its work unobserved.

"I need a break. Here's what's happening, Brad."
He notioned Brad to a seat al ongside his desk

"Narval was inpressed at our success, especially how we bl uffed our way
through it. Just as well we didn't push too hard and force an
eyebal | -t o-eyebal | confrontation. He wants nmuch nore preparation before we get
to that point.

| agree, we'll leave that until our next no-notice inspection.”

"Well, we did have a fire fight, of sorts, on the Sandbox," Brad interjected.
"By itself, nmuch less significant than the raids we've nade on U PS patrols
and shi ppi ng. The Sandbox i ncident was the ship conmander's fault however one
| ooks at it. By the way," Drunmer grinned. "l suggested to Col onel Hanno that
he chastise the Sandbox's commander about allowing his people to attack ny
agents. Lax discipline, and all that."

Brad | aughed, but grimy recalled R mov's wasted death. Drummrer joined himin
t he Iaugh, then quickly resuned his serious expression. Elbows on desk, hands
cl asped, he frowned at Brad.

"In categorizing the Sandbox incident "insignificant' | do so only in the
context of its effect on objectives and strategy. In another sense, it was
quite inportant.”

n O,]?n

"Narval was pleased with the way you handl ed yourself on the Dragon in dealing
wi th Hanno and Bura."

"How did he find out?"

"Scarf's nature, it seens, made himanxious to get a verbatimrecord of
everything said in his presence during Tornado Six. He was w red, and
everything said in his presence was recorded.

Had events gone otherw se, |'m convinced he would have lifted statenents that
each of us nade and twisted themto discredit us.

"Putting Scarf in hospital inmrediately upon return to base didn't give himthe
chance to tailor the transcript. Since he reports directly to Narval, the
recordi ngs were sent to the boss fromthe hospital as soon as Scarf was
admtted -- routine security under the circunmstances. | heard a short while
ago that Narval spent some time in Scarf's hospital room | can only assume he
was questioning Scarf on the unedited recording as well as whatever he

wi t nessed. "

"What happens now?"

"CGot a call fromNarval's office a short while ago



Narval wants to neet you. Call his office ASAP and get a tine."
#it

Narval 's stare was | ong and searching. He ignored the arned guards standi ng
within effective range of Brad.

"Sit." Narval pointed to a heavy chair directly in front of his desk.
Strai ght -backed fromflat, hard seat to shoul der |evel, extension clanshells
fromthe upper section of the chair curved forward sharply to formtapered
Wi ngs.

Brad sat. The clanmshells closed in and stopped a few centinmeters fromhis
temple. Wred pads extended and touched his skull at several points.

The chair was not confortable; psychic probes weren't nmeant to be.

"Tell me about yourself,"” Narval |eaned back, inspected his fingers, and then
concentrated on a nonitor in the wall behind the chair in which Brad sat.

"My name is Brad Curtin," Brad began, "and |'mhere with five others to seek
sanctuary."

"Tell me about the crimes of which you were convicted, the Guardian Station
prison to which you were conmmitted, how you organi zed your escape, and how it
was carried through. You know, of course, that you're undergoi ng psychic
probe. The probe conmpensates for your awareness of its being used on you; the
validity of the findings is not degraded.

| see the nonitor fromwhere | sit, so, let's hear your story."

Brad spoke for fifteen mnutes without interruption. He related the events on
his transport off Luna, the investigation that led to his trial, his testinony
before the Board, and his arrival at the Guardian Station. Wthout hesitation
he swung into the cover scenario that had been burned deep into his psyche by
Ram s technicians: how he had sel ected his acconplices, organized the escape,
joined the convoy into the spunnel, and finally, his arrival on Planet Pluto.
Brad | et the enbedded scripts flow freely. He trusted Ramlis preparations; his
life and the lives of his conpanions depended on them Far nore inmportant, the
Sentinels mission demanded it.

Anonal i es, he knew, would be sensed i medi ately, should he even try to color
his recounting of the personal know edge and progranmed experiences now deeply
enbedded in his mnd.

Brad stopped tal king; the general questions had been answered. Narval studied
the wall nonitor behind Brad, and returned his stare to Brad.

"Let's clear up a few points," he said. "I understand the ship that you, shal
we say, expropriated for your escape was no nore than a local utility vesse
inthe Belt. Yet, fromwhat you say -- and fromyour ship's log -- your

destination was the rim Wuldn't you have had a fuel problenf"

"W thought at first that we would. Qur plan, originally, was to get to a
refueling station, replenish our energy packs, and take it fromthere.

When we checked our bearings, we discovered that our coordinates put us within
range of a spunnel node so we headed for that. \When we got there, severa
convoys were lined up for entry to the Special Zone. Qur ship had U PS
mar ki ngs and the gateway was crowded. We managed to get in the |lineup and made
it."

Narval gl anced at the nonitor

"I see. Now, the Quardian Station prison, | aminforned, keeps tabs on its

i nmat es using a sophisticated surveillance system How did you manage to evade

observation | ong enough to get away?"
"Zol an, a nmenber of our group is an expert in electronic counterneasures,



count er-count erneasures, and so on. The systemon the Guardi an Station was
installed two to three centuries ago. It serves fine, | suppose, for the
ordinary run of inmates confined on the station

Zol an devi sed a screen behind which we did our planning and preparations. Wen
we were ready to go, he rammed both a counter and a counter-counter device
into the station's sensors. The doubl e whamy confused the hell out of the
system | ong enough for us to make our getaway."

"That's my next question. It seems to nme the Space Guard shoul d have been
after you imredi ately.
Howis it they let you get away?"

"I think | owe you the credit for that."
" NB?"

"That's the way | figure it. The Guard needs a mi ni mum nunber of ships to do
its work in the Inner Region space |anes. Those | anes are so crowded that they
need every ship they can nuster to maintain order. On that | speak from Il ong
and bitter personal experience. Since the secession, many nore CGuard vessels
are needed along the Belt and their overlap into the Jovian Void; at best
they're thinly spread.

"Because of the threat to Slingshot that they perceive in you, the U PS has
been draining both groups lately to augnent patrols along routes through the
Quter Regi on that converge on the Special Zone. The additional ships are from
the Belt patrols. Wth all that they already have to cover, expending vital
resources to chase a few escaped convicts just wasn't worth it."

Narval wheezed a chuckl e.

"So, you think you are beholden to me for this indirect assistance. Really
feel that way?"

As he asked the question he | ooked intently at the nonitor. Brad, in turn
wat ched Narval's eyes.

"I can't see it any other way, M. President."
Narval grinned.

"Your answers to ny questions present an interesting scenario," Narval said
after studying the nonitor. "The probe, by the way, does not indicate
significant deviations fromthe facts -as you understand them of course.”
Narval waved the guards away. Saluting, they left the room closing the door
softly behind them

Narval notioned Brad to a chair of nuch gentler design al ongside his desk. As
Brad exchanged seats Narval swiveled his chair to face him He |eaned forward
and grasped Brad's wist in a puffy grip.

"The interrogation is over," he said. "This little session with the probe,
along with voi ce anal yses of you and your associates has, up to now, failed to
di sclose a threat to me or about what you all now know of ny plans and
mlitary capabilities.

You seemto be what you claim Neverthel ess, you remain under scrutiny.”

Brad shrugged and remmined silent; his features reflected that he expected no
| ess.

Narval's smile was vapid, metallic

"I comrend you for the manner in which you represented Drunmrer and, | add,
nmysel f. You did well with the | og depot Commander and that upstart on the
transport. | amespecially pleased with the way you conducted yourself in that

little squabble on the transport.”



"Thank you, M. President."

"Now, to nore inportant matters, Brad."

Narval | eaned back in his deeply cushioned chair and tented his stubby
fingers.

"Your observations on the deployment of UPS nilitary forces interests ne. It
supports ny suspicions. The Inner Region's internal Space Guard is
constabul ary in both organizati on and m ssion.

Their jurisdiction is confined by the U PS borders.

Their Mlitary Space Force, on the other hand, has a charter to roamthe Sol ar

System -- conparable to ancient | aws ensuring open seas and oceans.

"Transfer of fighter craft and pilots fromthe U PS

Space CGuard to the MIlitary Space Force, | suspect, is now taking place. Many
will need to be refitted for long range operations, and their crews trained in

mlitary concepts and tactics in place of those enployed in |ocal constabulary
duties.”

Narval twi sted the rings on his fingers, and his tiny eyes seened to sink
deeper into surrounding flesh

"The greatest single concern of the UPSis the integrity of Slingshot and the

Speci al Zone. | amconvinced that the UPS mlitary forces, once they attain
optimum strength, will attenpt to crush me, or at the least, domi nate the
Zone.

"We nust prepare to withstand, to resist, and to triunph over this U PS
aggression in the Quter Region."

Brad felt Narval's eyes on him
"You are going to help ne to prepare,” Narval said.
Chapt er TVENTY- TWD

Drummrer expected the call

"Drunmer, " Narval said as the door closed behind the guard and they were

al one, "U PS perception of nme as a threat can be as effective a weapon as ny
transformng the threat into the deed itself."

Drummer chose caution. "How so, M. President?"

Narval peered sharply at Drumrer as he | eaned his heavy body back, and fol ded
ri ng-encrusted hands across his paunch. He shifted his gaze to the ceiling and
hal f-cl osed his eyes.

"The U PS now perceives us as having denonstrated a capability for mlitary
actions against their vital interests. If we followup with threats and
menaci ng gestures against Slingshot, the effect may unnerve them to say the
| east. How do you see it?"

"It seens to me we've gone far beyond mere threats,"
conti nued.

"Rai ding and harassing their transports, attacking and destroying U PS
patrollers in the Zone, and now, the inventory tax. W formally notify them by
Procl amation that we'll lay siege to the Log Depot, we've boarded one of their
arnmed transports and disabled its armanments. These are not enpty threats and

i mpet uous gestures."

Drumrer's tone, now grim

"Even so, they are prol ogue, Drunmer. Hear ne.



Narval twi sted his rings, first in one direction then opposite. Lowering his
eyes to his hands, he paused often between words, choosing themw th care.

"Here in the Quter Region, the separate nations are convul sed by interna
struggl es for power both internal to their sovereignty and within the famly
of independent satellites that orbit their host planet. Their politica

phi | osophi es are diverse, |ack cohesion, and have powerful advocates or
opponents, some openly, others covert. The Heads of State are insecure and
fear political coups.

Rapi d changes in | eadership cannot be ruled out."

Drunmer wat ched Narval eyes caress his entw ned fingers.

"If new | eaders arise and take over the reins of power fromincunbents, so

much the better for me. New governnents will need time to become entrenched,
create lines of authority and accountability, and install bureaucracies
responsive to the wishes of a newelite. | repeat, confusion in the ranks,

wi thin other governnents, is to ny advantage."
"Can you count on such events materializing?"
"Of course not."

Narval wagged a finger at Drummer.

"But the uncertainty within regimes that these disruptions can, and nay occur
di ssi pates and weakens their energies. If they fear enemies fromw thin, and
suspect enem es fromoutside, then they are di seased and warrant being

repl aced by a daring and skillful master."

"Who might that be?"
"B,

"I'"'mnot sure | understand."”
"Then listen carefully, because you play a vital role in ny plans.”

Narval notioned a now openly apprehensive Drummer to the chair beside his
desk. As Drunmer sat, Narval |eaned cl ose.

"My strategy has two facets: one involves INOR the other, the UPS. They are
i nterdependent . "

Unf ol ding his clasped hands, Narval's fingers drumred t he desk.

"I repeat, with INORin turmoil no head of state can feel secure. New

phi | osophi es surface and attract supporters, occasionally, even strong

| eaders. If forces with objectives opposing mne nove into the Quter Region,
will not sit by idly.

I will intervene, even if it means inposing the nost stringent discipline and
controls."

"Wth respect, President Narval, does Planet Pluto have the right to intervene
into the affairs of other nations?"

Narval scow ed, recovered, and snickered.

"Power gives us rights we would not have otherw se.

When the old United Planetary System decided to use Planet Pluto as the
forward base for Slingshot, they invested the planet with sone of their nost
advanced technol ogies. Gther conmmunities throughout the Quter Region are just
that: places where people live, work, play, consune and little el se.
"Slingshot has given Planet Pluto a far greater role in the solar scheme. And
now, a role that was entirely unexpected when Slingshot was first planned,

di ssolution of the unified solar governnent rel eased us from U PS dom nati on



W gai ned opportunities to fashion and strengthen an infrastructure, and
freedomto confuse our I NOR neighbors with a nel ange of schenes to satisfy
their greed. Slingshot technology, facilities, and materiel give to us, nore
than to any other menber of INOR the neans to attain our aspirations. Power
creates its own logic, Drumer.

"To answer your question: | will intervene into the affairs of other nations
when it is to ny benefit to do so."

Narval ' s hands cl enched into fists. He pounded the top of his desk in a tattoo
as he glared at Drumer through eye slits enmbedded in fat.

"Understand ne, Drunmer," Narval shrilled. "I will be the dom nant force in
I NOR, and that's only the beginning."

Narval qui eted, each warily observing the other
Hesitatingly, Drumrer tried to respond to Narval's incredible declaration

"I's that what's behind your recent Proclamation to the U PS on a new
foundation for interregional rel ationships?"

"Partly."
"What el se is there?"

"Unfortunately, we cannot repeat Tornado Six.

When | approved it, | intended it as a one-time operation to, shall we say,
test the waters.

It succeeded through your command, and the extraordinary initiative of Brad
Curtin. We nmust now go on to other probing and design new confrontations from

which the UPS will be forced to retreat. Qur tactics will, at tines, include
di versions, as we nust keep both I NOR governments and the U PS of f-bal ance.
They must be kept guessing -- not certain -- where | will nove next."

"How do you expect themto react to such provocation?"

"There is little likelihood the UPS will ganble with the future of our solar
civilization by retreating from Slingshot; they cannot risk the systemwi de
denoralization and desol ation that would follow. | intend to play on their

fears and on public pressures to attain nmy ends. That's where threats cone in;
we nust use themregularly, but with cunning and consistency. U PS perception
of danger to Slingshot, conpounded by the enornmous distances fromtheir

mlitary centers, will conpel themto be reasonable. If our tactics are
convincing the UPS will have no alternatives.
They will accede to ny demands."

"What if they resist?"
Narval 's pudgy fists resuned their cadenced poundi ng.

"Let them" he snarled, "I will be ready; | will go further and chall enge
them They will be conpelled to come to nme, and | conmand the high ground.
I will defeat them and nove on quickly to ny ultimate objective.”

"And what is that?"
"Isn't it obvious?"
"Yes, President Narval, but | nmust be certain."”

Drunmer's face was pale. "My ears want to hear what mnmy mind has been forced to
concl ude. "



"Very well, Drunmer, hear this. Planet Pluto is strategically situated at this

time to be the single, nmost influential force in human affairs. | wll use
that influence to consolidate ny mlitary control over INOR Wen | have that
I will confront the U PS and beat themdown. I, Narval, wll dom nate the

Sol ar System"
Narval 's ultimte objective was clear and set.
Drunmer knew better than to di ssuade him

Havi ng confided in Drunmmrer, Narval waxed garrul ous.

"I have debts to pay," he said, "and | shall get nmuch pleasure in maki ng good
on them Many insults and humliations need to be returned to former
col l eagues on Callisto. And there are others, in tank towns throughout the
Quter Region and in the UPS. They will feel ny wath."

"I's vengeance all there is to it?"

Narval caught hinsel f.
"No, no, of course not,"
and nmagnhani nous.

Magnani nous, that is, to those who support ne, and," clenching his fists
again, "merciless to those who oppose nme or seek to undermine nmy will."

he said, hurriedly. "I shall govern. | shall be w se

"Considering Planet Pluto's distance fromthe centers of social and industrial
activity," Drumer interjected, "and our planet's far-ranging orbit, this
could be a difficult location fromwhich to govern the Solar System"

"I"ve thought of that, Drummer. | shall nove to Luna and rule fromthere. In
stages, we can adjust to its gravity. Once Slingshot goes operational, this
planet will revert to an outpost, for nmost of its orbit beyond the solar rim

It was never neant to be nmore. To me, Planet Pluto has al ways been just
anot her stepping stone."

A broad grin rippled across Narval's features.

Drunmer, sonber-faced, returned Narval's gaze and saw his eyes shrink into
[ unpy fl esh.

"Drunmmer, ny plans include a position of great power and prestige for you."

"1 ndeed?"

"Anewelite and a new hierarchy will be created when | take control. | wll
want a council of advisors, conmanders and administrators for internal
affairs, constabulary and nilitary forces, security, intelligence, and a vast
bureaucracy to manage the affairs of governnent for an entire system of

pl anets, satellites, and thousands of artificial colonies. Mich will need to
be done, and you will be in the forefront."

"You honor nme.
"I expect faithful service, Drumer."
"I shall do ny best."

"CGood. Now, as to Brad Curtin."”
Narval | eaned back and entw ned his fingers across his abdonen.

"I had himhere a short tinme ago and questioned hi munder a psychic probe. He
wi t hst ood the inquiry.

The probe did not disclose any inconsistencies to nmy questions; therefore, |
can only conclude he is what he clains to be. Wat is your opinion?"



"My talks with Brad and his conpanions led me to that conclusion."
"So be it then."”

Narval's attention seened to wander. He reached for a document on the desk,
and he perused it as if his mnd was el sewhere.

"Drunmmer,” he said, raising his eyes, "I want you to give Brad a speci al
assignment, and report to ne periodically howit is progressing. Keep Brad' s
group together, but watch them and report to nme inmedi ately of any suspi cious
activities. I've also ordered Scarf to keep an eye on Brad and his crew. "

"Scarf? To what purpose?”
"I have plans for Brad, if he does well."
"What is the task?"

Narval | ocked eyes with Drumer.

"Tell Brad to prepare plans and evaluate our mlitary capabilities to
penetrate the protective shield around the Logistics Depot, to capture it and
use it as hostage."

"Good CGod! Take the depot as hostage? For what purpose?”

"The reason you will give Brad is that INORw Il hold it hostage for a greater
share in decisions on the disposition of Slingshot-generated assets.”

"That isn't the real reason, is it?"
"No. The objective is diversionary."
"And the real objective?"

"You will be told when it is tine."
Chapt er TWENTY- THREE

The Sentinels slouched in chairs, or sat on the floor, backs against the walls
of the small workroom Their faces reflected fatigue.

"About fleet capabilities for sustained conbat,"

Brad said. "I need a 'how goes it' on the status of your evaluations. Gve ne
a qui ck rundown and a docunented report by the end of the day. Myra, you
first."”

Myra spoke fromwhere she sat on a chair tilted against the wall

"I had training facilities and systens, emergency nedical support, and genera
admi ni strative backup

What | saw was guys and gals floundering around, |eaning on each other, and
maki ng excuses. The training prograns are antiquated; many aren't even
renotely tied in with the equiprment installed on ships of the Iine. Equi prent
operators are learning by hit-or-mss, and they mss nuch too often

Can't blanme themfor | ow effectiveness because the procedures are hazardous to
their health. If we don't inprove the situation fast, the crews wll
deteriorate to where they won't be worth a damm when the going gets even a
mte rough.”

Myra paused, tipped her chair forward, crossed her arms, and gave Brad a hard
| ook.

"I mean it, Brad. Wat's nore, the medical backup for conbat support is
atrocious. If we incur casualties, the injured won't have nuch to depend on



and if the troops have no faith in their nedics, their norale will drop, and
nmean fast.

There goes your conbat capability. For exanple, nedical supplies haven't been
checked and updated for years, if they were ever checked at all. They don't
know what they've got or where.

"The system needs a conpl ete overhaul. | spot-checked the software and |inks
on training, medical, and adm nistrative systens, and found themto be full of
gaps and obsolete |inks and citations.

My report, Brad, is that these areas need one hell of a lot of work to get
themup to even m ni num st andards. "

Myra tipped her chair back until her head and shoul ders touched the wall and
she cl osed her eyes. Her exhaustion was unni st akabl e.

"Document your findings, Myra," Brad said. "I want specific recomendations to
deal with each deficiency that you find, the nane of the person accountabl e,
and a list of the supplies, equipnment and skills to clear the problem"”
Turning to the others, he added, "That goes for everyone; there isn't much to
work with, so be realistic. If you report a problem tell me howto fix it. If
the shortages can't be filled, we mght have to take fromone ship or facility
to fix others. dear?"

Si |l ence
"OK, you're next, Zolan. What's the story on comuni cati ons?"

"The equi pnent is generally good. It all canme fromthe Inner Regi on, and not
very long ago. Part of what we have was taken in the raids on U PS ships; the
rest is original equipnment installed here during the Slingshot build-up. Most
of the space-to-space systens are fully operational; there are sonme weaknesses
in space-to-surface |inks."

"That part can be handl ed."

Zol an paused to nod at Mra.

"There's a 'but', though, and here's where | tie in with Myra's findings on
training. We've got a good supply of comm spares, but not enough skills to do
the work. The comm fol ks can operate the equi pnent, no sweat there. The
problemis that although much of the gear is self-repairing through built-in
robotics, when the robies thenselves need fixing, no one knows how Chain
reaction; it won't take long for subsystens to break down as the pressure of
sustai ned ops builds. Barely enough mai ntenance robots on each ship and
station to keep the equi pnent working. The nunber of out-of-comn ssion robots
is increasing steadily, and no one seenms to know what to do about it. In tine,
this could easily lead to wi de gaps in conmuni cations capabilities.”

"Do you know what to do about it?" Brad asked.
"Yes."

"Lay it out in your report. That's one area where we can't afford any

screw ups. Adari, let's hear it on ship's navigation systenms and surface
nav-ai ds. "
"Well, Brad," Adari grinned, "I had a nice sunmary all arranged in my mnd,

but I won't waste time by repeating what Zolan and Myra reported. Comm

mai nt enance al so applies to nav, as does training and data. The equipnent is
good, but only because it's fairly new and is robotically self-mintained.
But nav robotics have no backups. Cenerally, when mai ntenance robies need
fixing the work's done by human specialists or other specialized robies.
They're not on board. Eventually, this fleet is going to be in a sad



predi canent: nav equi pment will go down with no way to get 'em back on line."
"How are you on fixing nav robots, Adari," Brad smled.

"I get by."

"Put that in your report, too." Brad turned to Kum ko and nodded.

"Quns, power packs, tracking and fire-control systens in fair shape. O dnance
controllers and gunners are a breed apart, especially when they're taking care
of their own, and even when working conditions are tight. They nornally do
nost of their own nmai ntenance. The guns are nodern, and there's a good supply
of ready-to-install chargers.

Shi p conmanders exercise their gun crews frequently, and many have been on the
raids, so they have ops experience that the U PS Space Force |acks. As far as

armanents go, this fleet will be a powerful adversary in any confrontation."
"Sounds encouraging," Brad said wyly. "Wen you prepare your report, just
tell it like it is. Abit of good news would be wel come."” Mdtioning to Hodak

he added with a tight grin, "Last, but not least, what's the situation on
structures, facilities, energy sources, and general |ogistical support.”
Hodak, | eaning against the wall, rubbed his bald spot and frowned.

"I ain't happy at all," he said. "As | told you on the Dragon, maintenance
training of ships' crews is sloppy, and standards are either just not there or
obsolete. We're working on the ops and | ogistical support checklists but
they're still far fromconpatible with facilities and installed systens.

These guys operate by the seat-of-their-pants.

What's more, ship's structural and power plant robies are down for naintenance
half the time and spare parts are a nmess. That also applies to surface shops
and equi prent .

"When ships are taken out of the line for repair, the process is too dam
| ong, nostly because of the marginal and nonstandard support equiprent.
W got a real problemhere, Brad. The sooner we get on it the better."

Brad | evel ed a finger at Hodak.

"I want you to include in your report a way to update direct support from
surface shops. If we're going to do ourselves any good on this rimrock one
thing we can't afford is a fleet that can't stand up to a confrontation with
the Inner Region. |I'mnot about to be haul ed back to that tin can Guardian
Station to face escape charges. | don't think any of us want that."

Adari and Hodak nodded; the rest sat notionless.

Al'l | ooked sonber.

Brad stood. "That's all for now. |I'mgoing to give an oral report to Narval as
soon as | can arrange to see him He needs to issue a heads up with a whip in
hi s hands. Meanwhile, you all have jobs to do. Be where | can reach you."

#it
Narval and Drunmer turned away fromthe view tank in which they had observed

Brad and heard his words and those of his cohorts.
"Well, what do you think?" Narval bit into a fingernail.

"They raise valid issues, President Narval. If we are to challenge the U PS
mlitary we certainly can't do it with an inferior force. I think we should
listen carefully to what Brad suggests, and then, considering your objectives,
adopt those ideas that will assist you in attaining them"

"I will listen to Brad, Drummer," Narval said.

"Then, | will tell himto report the details of his findings to you. | want

you both to do what's necessary to bring our mlitary fleet to a high | evel of
readi ness. Prepare instructions to our commanders for my signature. W nust
reach our maxi mum conbat capability in the shortest possible tinme."



Narval ' s eyes gl eamed beady- bri ght.
"The shortest possible time. Did you hear ne, Drummer?"

"Yes, M. President, |I heard you."

"I want to be informed, within the next one hundred hours, when you and Brad
expect the fleet will be ready for sustained operations, and | nean 'conbat
readi ness'. The nanes of ship and facility commanders who do not cooperate
with you or Brad will be reported to me i medi ately. Do you understand?"

"l do."

"Very well. Now, | have a special assignment for Brad. As soon as the two of
you have the fleet upgradi ng programunder way, | want Brad to conduct a joint
reviewwith INOR mlitary commanders to find out what shape they're in for a
confrontation with the UPS, should it come to that. |'ve already conmuni cated
with the heads of CQuter Region governments, and they've agreed in principle to
a prelimnary nmeeting. |'ve approved a neeting place off Neptune; Scarf has
the schedul e and the coordinates. He will acconpany Brad as ny Security
representative and sit in on all discussions. Tell Brad to use the Dragon for
the mission and to chair the nmeeting. Let the INOR people tour our ship; we
must give the inpression of power. Any questions?"

"Brad may need to reveal what he knows of plans to take the Depot."

"I want himto do just that early on in the neeting. It will give themall a
target against which to plan and integrate depl oynent schedul es, vectors,
tactics and conbi ned operations.

Anyt hi ng el se?"

"No, President Narval."

Chapt er TVENTY- FOUR

Brad stood beside Captain Crisper and surveyed the scene in the tank on the
Dragon's bridge. Scarf |ounged in an accello-net within sight and sound, as he
had for nost of the voyage from Pl uto.

The Dragon's pil ot and conmuni cator, upper bodies insulated in instrumented
cubicles, concentrated on their tasks. Arnms fol ded across his chest, Zolan
stood al ong a bul khead where his eyes could take in the full conpartnent

wi t hout altering stance.

Ahead lay Triton in its retrograde orbit around Neptune. The nmoon's expanse
was only partially accormmpdated by the tank. The Dragon's penetration
instruments revealed Triton's jagged peaks and chasns through vaporous
nitrogen clouds. Steady, high-intensity beacons nmarked the | ocation of doned
m ne shafts that probed and sucked at the satellite's core. A cluster of tank
towns and their outriders rode the satellite' s horizon

@ eam ng slivers separated fromthe surface, converged, assuned an egg-shape
and bl oomed into a flight of spacecraft. They formed up abreast fifty

kil ometers distant, facing the Dragon's bow.

The speaker above the comunicator's enclosure broke into the bridge's

si | ence.

"Message from Captain Yargoul of the Jovian Battle Cruiser Wndstormto
Captain Crisper of the Plutonian Battle Cruiser Dragon."
Captain Crisper spoke without nmoving or taking his eyes fromthe tank

"The nessage."

"Greetings, Captain Crisper. | have been authorized by ny President and the



I NOR representatives | amescorting to informyou that we are here in response
to the invitation of your President. |Is the representative of your Governnent
present ?"

The Captain glanced at Brad, who nodded. The response was rel eased.

"Greetings from Captain Crisper to Captain Yargoul

My government's representative, Commander Brad Curtin, is present and prepared
to neet with you and your coll eagues. Commander Curtin suggests the neeting
take place in the Conmand Conference Room on board the Dragon as soon as the
primary nmenbers are aboard. |s that agreeabl e?"

A short pause, then the reply "Affirmative."

Shortly, utility boats cut away fromthe ships and converged on the Dragon
Each utility maneuvered to synchronize axis and align portals. Precisely
posi ti oned, each vessel locked on in turn and extended ship-to-ship catwal ks.

##

The Dragon's conference room humred with the murrmur of the Dragon's seated
guests when Brad entered and took his seat at the table. Zolan occupi ed a seat
agai nst the bul khead behi nd Brad, adjacent a gl owi ng view tank

Scarf was there sonmewhere along the side, known and ignored; a security agent
to peer over INOR citizens' shoul ders was nornal .

Professionals long in their trade, they were battle crui ser and destroyer
flotilla commanders of the major | NOR powers, backed up by their experts in
mlitary intelligence, tactical operations, and navigation, |ogistics and
internal security. Brad's neasure would be taken quickly, and his influence
and I NOR s deci sions woul d depend on their assessnents. He expected no |ess.
Brad's eyes ranged the table, giving each face equal time. They returned his
scrutiny, casual, arrogant, challenging. It was his show, and his reputation

Brad did not rise to speak.
"I needn't introduce nyself," he began. "W've all done our homework |'m sure,
and you know as much about nme as | do about each of you. So, to business."

Zol an rose, drew an instrunented rod fromits niche at the base of the tank
and brought up the quadrant that depicted the Special Zone. Manipul ating keys
al ong the rod, eyes on the tank, Zolan quickly brought the Logistics Depot in
toward the core and increased magnification so that it occupied nost of the
tank space.

"The objective," Brad said, his voice flat and | ow.
A long silence, then fromthe far end of the table,
"What the hell does that nean?"

"Just that. W're going to take it."

A gasp, this time fromhis left, followed by, "You guys are out of your

m nds. "

Feet shuffled on the grav-plates. Several anbng the seated were arranging
t hensel ves to rise and depart.

Brad waited.
The shuffling stopped. They were here to listen, not to conmt.

Brad | eaned forward, placed his forearns on the table, one hand over the
other. H's steady eyes noved fromone face to the next.

"No," he said, "we're not out of our minds. W can do it, and our |osses can
be kept within acceptable limts if we work together. Furthernore, the Depot
can be taken with mini mum damage to its structures and to its Slingshot



stores. "

"What's the point?"

Brad | ooked at the questioner, a big man in a black and gray uniformand a
soft helmet liner perched on the back of his head. Brad knew hi mthrough the
phys-psy profiles he had studi ed before the neeting.

##

"Captain Yargoul," Brad said, "sooner or later the U PS nmust accept that they
no | onger have mastery of space beyond the Belt."

Altering his tone to include all, he continued, "I needn't dwell on the

obvi ous: our collective forces and Slingshot's distance fromthe U PS pl aces
us in a far stronger position than we thought we would be at this tinme. |
enphasi ze coll ective. On our own, any of us, individually as nations or in an
alliance of satellites, wouldn't stand | ong agai nst an organi zed assault by a
U PS battle fleet. But, collectively, we will not only resist them we wll
wi n and take back full control of space throughout the Quter Region."

Eyes cold, voice gritty as space-sand, Brad tapped the tabletop

"Having the power isn't enough. W've got to showit, and nake it credible.

Pl anet Pluto denonstrated what can be done with real power during Cperation
Tornado Six. I'msure you're all famliar with that little exercise, and have
studied the tactics."

Cl osed faces. The silence was broken with | ow but audible, "So have their tac
ops people.”

"Right, and we think they' ve concluded that INORis in a strong position to
run its territories and voids without any nore interference fromthem Also,
that we can devise tactics and take initiatives that put them off bal ance and
upset their Slingshot schedule. What we did in our legally contiguous space
can be repeated el sewhere

The result is the end of U PS dom nance over its forner col onies and space

| anes. "

Brad paused to preface his next words.

"You can continue to accept invasive UPS traffic through your territorial and
conti guous zones. You can do the same for their uninvited presence in your

Excl usi ve Econoni ¢ Zones even though the Laws of the Seas Conventions over the
past several millennia expanded treaties to include or affirm each independent
nation's rights. O you can align with Planet Pluto, which is your right as a
free and i ndependent nation. Together -- collectively -we can demand that the
U PS acknow edge INOR s jurisdiction in the Quter Region. INOR can back their
demands with mlitary power that the UPS can no | onger ignore."

There was a long silence, followed by, "What does the Log Depot have to do
withit?"

"First, it's the closest, nost politically vulnerable target within INOR s

| egiti mate boundaries and jurisdictions. Second, control of the Depot equates
to a strangle hold over construction progress and | aunch of the Slingshot
termnals -- which is life-or-death for the UPS."

"...and not for the rest of us?"

"Not for centuries. If it ever really came to sheer survival, we'll outl ast
the UPS. Wen they coll apse we can nove in and feed off their carcasses for a
t housand years, if we have to. Meanwhile, we'll take over Slingshot and have

it ready for the next I aunch w ndow. "
A hard-visaged warrior |eaned forward in his chair, and shook his head slowy.
"You're a call ous son-of-a-bitch, Commander Curtin," he said, directing his



eyes directly at Brad.

"Maybe so. I'malso a realist. If we play the gane right, and show a united
front, this confrontation won't escalate to major mlitary actions. The U PS
has got to cross our space, there's no other way.

Take the depot and we can force themto finish Slingshot, but with I NOR
playing a major role.

It'Il take some negotiating, but it's not likely that they'll shut down
Slingshot."

"How wi | | you take the Depot?"

"You mean, how will we take the Depot?

Unfortunately, we can't repeat Tornado Six. That was a crisis we manufactured
and ran all the way, a one-shot operation. W've conme up with another strategy
to take the Depot, and that's what this nmeeting is about. You're all in on the
action."”

"This is the first |'ve heard the Depot is to be taken," said Captain Yargoul

| ooki ng around.

"What about the rest of you? Have your governments cleared this as a joint
oper ati on?"

Heads shook in the negative acconpani ed by shrugs and grunts. Unani nous.

Chapt er TWENTY- FI VE
Brad | eaned back in his chair both hands pressed agai nst the table's edge,
arns straight.

"Your governnents have agreed to a united front against the U PS, otherw se
you woul dn't be here.

Your Heads of State sent you. We're military nen, not politicians or clever
di pl omats. What does that tell you?"

Si |l ence

"Then I'll say it. W're here to plan a mlitary action. That's what we do.
The deci sion on whether the plan is inplenented is up to INOR politicians and
di pl omats. That's how they earn their keep. The target has been made known to

you. Qur immediate task is to assess the forces we will have avail abl e and
operational to do the job. For that | need to know your capabilities, now and
for the time they will be conmtted to the conbi ned operations.

Let's start with the Jovian System"
Brad fixed his eyes on Captain Yargoul

Time stretched, no one nmoved. Finally, at a nod from Captain Yargoul, a gaunt
spacer seated behind himreached into a pocket, w thdrew a capsul e and tossed
it toward the front. It floated gracefully at Zolan in the light gravity.

Zol an caught the capsule, turned, inserted it into a slot at the base of the
tank and pressed a key on the rod.

The tank shinmered, cleared, and in rapid succession flashed i mages of battle
crui sers, destroyers and support ships. Data unreeled across the | ower section
of the tank, listing ship's armament and ship's readi ness rating.

The recordi ng conpl eted, Zolan withdrew the capsule and returned it in the
sane manner as received

Anot her floated toward him preceded by a grow

"Titan." The routine repeated, and within a short time, the major | NOR

pl atfornms and weapons for a comnbined assault on the Logistics Depot had been
recorded and rated for readiness.

When the | ast capsule had cleared the tank Zolan's fingers raced across the
consol e's keypad and the screen recapped the inputs. The Logistics Depot
reappeared high up in the tank wapped in its protective cocoon, and |ines of



transports | oadi ng and of f-1oadi ng cargoes or waiting their turns.

The scene contracted, and the vacated space filled with nunbers and codes
representing the few U PS recon-patrollers in the Plutonian sector foll owed by
a tabulation of INOR s conbi ned assault fleet.

The conputer presented INOR s conbined fleet's Order of Battle, and
stabilized.

The assenbl ed comanders, master strategists and tacticians all, pointed,
conment ed, and proposed options on the enpl oynent of ships, formations and
weapons. Zol an keyed their suggestions into the conputer and the results
appeared in the tank

Finally, there were no further options. Brad nodded.

"Mark it and distribute a copy to each Conmmander present,"”
back to survey the group around the table. He waited.

he said, and turned

Captain Yargoul cut the brief silence.

"What we have, so far, is a textbook tactical disposition of forces around a
t heoretical objective. The reality will depend on the strategic plan for the
operation and what we expect will cone out of it. Wen do we get to that?"

Brad grinned.
"That will be made known to you at the appropriate tine."

#it

Brad and Zol an wal ked silently down the ranp fromthe Condor and boarded the
out bound strip. Skirting knots of commuters they faced outward in a
nmonentarily vacant slot for two al ong the edge of the fast noving | ane.
Opportune and random the location was as secure as any from eavesdroppi ng.
"I briefed Narval an hour ago," said Brad. "He's certain that he can get the
INOR | eaders to join for a healthy share in the prize. |1've been ordered to
pl an for a conbi ned operation to take the depot."

"When?"

"He's sitting on that. Wat he wants fromnme nowis to portray an integrated
assault by I NOR conbined forces froma point hal fway between the depot and the
Slingshot construction site.

I"'mto work out the details and keep each elenment on a tineline fromlaunch to
full mlitary control of the objective.”

"Doesn't that strike you as odd?"

"Talk to ne."

"Setting the | aunch point against the depot froma couple of nillion kay

out bound fromthe Plutonian orbit doesn't nmake sense. It's especially
suspi ci ous when you consider that the INOR forces will be com ng from sunside
of Pluto and therefore sunside of the depot -- the presuned target |less than a
half mllion kay from here. Wiy not have the fleet rendezvous closer to the
target?"

"My question, precisely.”
"How do you see it?"

"I"'mnot sure yet. Narval did say to crank in diversionary tactics that would
draw the Term nals' defensive forces away fromtheir normal ops zone."

"That's weird."
"Agreed. He's setting it up this way to maxi m ze his options, he says. The



final decision, he said, needn't be nade until the final noments. Confuse the
eneny and all that."
"Are you saying the same plan can be used agai nst the Term nal s?"

"Absolutely. On, a few formation and tactical switches but they can be nade in
the field as the fleet switches targets."

"Wuld it work?"

"A bit of delay, but I'"'msure it would. But at whichever target Narval's fina
order sends the fleet, the results would be a disaster for the UPS. The rea
target's spunnel lines will crash, destabilization will disrupt the entire

Sl i ngshot construction schedule. W'Ill have |ost the | aunch w ndow. "

More commuters swung aboard the strip and crowded their space. Brad and Zol an
eyed them tine to split.

"What now?", Zol an asked.

"Not much choice.” Brad replied in a whisper. "Use the depot spunnel facility
to get word to Ram

Don't take any nonsense about getting to Hanno.

Once you're through to him you shouldn't have an access problem So get to

t he depot, shoot the burst, and get back here without being spotted.”

"The nessage?"

"Narval's instructions to ne. Everything we | earned at the neeting off

Nept une, especially the Order of Battle capsule with the options on formations
for the combined fleet. List the types of weapons and warheads installed on
each I NOR ship of the line and the coordinates for rendezvous and | aunch at

t he depot as the target.

"That'l|l get them as suspicious as we are. Crank in what the coordinates m ght
be if Narval nakes last nminute switches. Point Icarus is the designated code
name for the I NOR rendezvous. Include that.

Tell Ram | said to get his fighting folks off their butts and earn their
keep."

Brad shifted, stepped over to a slower lane, and fromthere off the strip. He
di sappeared anmong t he pedestrians. Zol an renai ned where he was for a distance,
di senbarked and strolled about near an air |ock as he mnd-inpressed his
nessage on a conm capsul e.

Col onel Hanno will be surprised, Zolan nused as he pushed his way into the
sui ting-up room

Contempl ating his mission, it mght take a bit of time for Hanno to respond
and track the code, interpret the instructions, and acknow edge what they
required of him He would need to push Hanno hard.

He selected and checked a suit for fit, fresh fluids, air and communi cati ons.
Cinmbing in and cl osing up, he stepped under a hel net rack, drew it down,
rotated mating surfaces, closed and | ocked the seals. The automatic self-test
devi ces hunmed pressure checks, and indicators glowed as the life support
systens bal anced internally. The suit inflated, held for several seconds, and
subsided to normal. A tiny |light above the inside visor glowed green to show
status as ready.

Passi ng through the outer air lock Zolan turned toward a line of flitters. A
guard wat ched hi m approach, rifle held casually across his chest.

"OK," said the guard when Zolan was within five nmeters. "Hold it there. Wuat's
on your m nd?"

"Nanme's Zolan. | need a long range flitter for a hop into the outback."



"Let's see your authorization."
"What aut hori zati on?"
The guard's head wagged in his hel net.

"Y' gotta have authorization for a distant destination, buddy. That's orders.
O herwi se, take a taxi."

"Orders, hell," Zolan growed. "I can't get where | have to go using a taxi.
can't do ny work with you security types puttin' the chocks to ne for 'orders
each tine | need to check a work site." H's tone becane scathing. "Get your
superior on-line and tell himny name and what | want. |If he has any
qguestions, tell himto check with Brad Curtin on President Narval's staff.

C non now. Move, nman, nove."

The guard's manner changed wi th the name-droppi ng.

"Yes sir," he said. "Right away, sir.
Zolan's comm contact with the guard went on hold as the guard switched to
another line. lgnoring the guard, Zolan surveyed several nearby utilities.
Morments later his line with the guard reopened.

The guard's voice was deferenti al

"Cl earance received, sir," he said. "Got a real good single-seater here for
you. Just came out of the mai ntenance shops. Al systens have been checked and

she's ready to go. Shall | warmher up and crank in the coordinates for you,
sir?"
"That's OK " Zolan replied, "I'll do the set ups nyself. |'ve got severa

pl aces to visit and want to work out the trip on the box so | don't waste any
nore time. Wich bird?"

"Foll ow ne, sir.

Movi ng along the Iine the guard stopped at a | ow slung framework from which a
crude cage hung suspended, held in position by braces angling in from
connecting structures. Behind the cage, halfway along a shaft running aft,
hung a tiny nucl ear power plant. Nozzles of cone-shaped propul sion units on
gi nmbal s hung in neutral

That woul d change as soon as Zolan inserted his coordi nates and activated the
thrusters.

"Here she is, sir,
"Al'l yours."

the guard exclaimed, proudly, offering Zolan a checklist.

"Right," Zolan grunted. Shifting his eyes critically fromthe checklist to
flitter and back, he wal ked around the tiny flyer inspecting the spars for
al i gnment and cracks. Moving to the power plant he exam ned the reactor's
cover and seals for seepage and the thruster nozzles and ginbals for cracks
and wear. Finally, satisfied after scrutinizing the instrunent panel, he

st epped back, initialed the checklist and handed it to the guard.

"Looks OK on the outside," he said. "I'll check out the warmup. If it cooks
X, I'"'mout of your way."

He squeezed into the cage, set and activated the reactor. Cbserving the power
| evel s rise on the gauges, his fingers stroked the flitter's keys and | evers.
He tapped his coordinates into the nav-conp as the plant warned.

The guard noved cl oser



"Know how to set her? Maybe | can help, sir.

He stuck his head into the crowded space and watched the conputer screen flip
t hrough the coordinates that Zolan inserted. The screen stabilized and
reflected a series of vectors.

The guard studied them Zolan ignored him

Zol an adjusted the torso belts and rechecked the reactor and

wei ght - and- bal ance i ndi cators.

He heaved a heavy sigh

"Well, time to hit the road,"” he said. "Stand back, man, |'mtaking her up."
The guard stepped back and sal uted. Zol an noved the power |ever and
directional controls. The framework and cage quivered and the flitter lifted
up and away.

Looki ng down, Zol an saw the guard bendi ng backward, watching his direction of
flight.

"Hope he got themall down right,"’
conput er.

he t hought as he entered new data into the

Chapter TWENTY- SI X

Zol an peered ahead. Reaching the depot's perinmeter was | ess of a problemthan
he had anti ci pat ed.

Fol lowi ng a few short stops to surface stations to inspect mlitary tunnels
and comm |l inks, and validate the flitter's flight record, he diverted to a
depression between Col dfield and the horizon

Resetting coordi nates had taken seconds. Resuming flight, he quickly merged
for a short distance with a queue of tugs and taxis along a crowded | ane, then
veered sharply up toward the Logi stics Depot.

Blending his flitter's coomwith the flood of electronic signals from nearby
tugs and transports at the Gateway, Zolan drew closer to the huge Depot and
took shelter in a knot of |ashed vessels.

Taki ng several deep breaths, he fixed his eyes and mind on the depot.
Concentrating, he constricted and rel axed his neck and shoul der muscles in an
irregul ar pattern, and repeated the rhythmuntil it invoked a slight pressure
high in his |left shoul der

The stresses energi zed the short-range sendi ng device inplanted in himprior
to the Sentinel's escape.

H s words, inaudible beyond his voice box, opened contact with the depot's
conmand post .

"Calling Ditch-digger," he intoned. "Ditch-digger, refer to your k-library
programfile 6756, and respond on Bootstrap."

He repeated the nessage and waited. It would take tinme for the conmtechnician
on duty to work it out. The comunications staff would scurry about, searching
for the program Restricted to Sentinel, this contact would be its initial
activation.

The receiver in his ear whispered, "This is Ditch-digger in Bootstrap

Conti nue. "

"Ditch-digger. Scranble 16."
Zol an hunched and tightened his shoulders to switch channels.

The voi ce cane through. "Done."
"I want to speak with Col onel Hanno."
"One nonent, please.”

A short pause.



"Hanno. "

"This is a Sentinel call. Break the seal on your copy of the Sentinel Support
Plan and refer to Annex C, Section 21, line nunbers 416 to 422.
Note the encryption structure. | will cite the line in the structure that

aut henticates ny request for support. Wiiting."

M nut es passed. Breaking the seal on the highest classification Sentine
Support Plan was a grave responsibility that Hanno woul d not take lightly.

He would need to do it in the station's security vault with no w tnesses
present. The comm center would then need to be cleared of personnel other than
Hanno before the exchange coul d proceed.

Finally, the receiver whi spered again.

"I have the lines you refer to. Continue."
"Not e how the authenticator is to be stated,"”
Zol an sai d.

He rattled off a sequence of numbers, letters and synmbols. Injecting a short,
prescribed silence, he spun off another set. The authenticator was in two
parts, each requiring its own style for presentation

"Aut henti cator confirnmed," Hanno said after a pause. "State request?"

"I'min a flitter near the Gateway," Zol an said.

"Request perm ssion to come aboard and have unattended access to the spunne
transmtter for about five mnutes. | will then depart.”

"Perm ssion granted. Do you wi sh an escort fromyour present position to the
dock?"

"Yes, please send an unarned tug to | ead nme through the gate, match ne up, and
point me at the dock. Tug operator and anyone el se that observes ny presence
or the flitter nust not repeat nust not |og the serial nunmber of ny flitter or
any of its features.

Clear all your people to beyond five nmeters in all direction fromthe
passageways |'Il be using, and fromthe spunnel comnmcenter. | amarmed with a
hand weapon set for maxi num effect w thout coll ateral danage to non-organics.
My mission requires such precautions. Do you accept these conditions?"

"l accept."

"Not ed. Have an unarned guide at the air lock to precede me to the spunne
console. Instruct himto not speak to me, no questions, and to not interfere
in any manner in what | do. When |'ve conpleted ny work in the commroomthe
guide is to lead ne back to the air lock. The same tug is then to get ne

t hrough the Gateway, same conditions, and I'll be out of your way. Wen |I'm
gone conduct your highest-level U PS security briefing. This nmission is
classified U PS Bl ack. Understood?"

"Under st ood. Ready?"

"Ready. | ammoving toward the Gateway and will be there in two mnutes. Have
your man flash his reds and greens at one-second intervals. | will respond
with standard flitter yellows at the same spacing

Over. Qut."

Zolan carefully adjusted the controls to slip the flitter away fromthe
screening vessels. Cear, he maneuvered his craft close to a space buoy that
mar ked the route through Fandango.

A yell owgreen striped tug appeared in the distance and grew |l arger. The
Gateway' s di ameter could expand to pass the |argest freighters or close

conpl etely.

It could be straight or as convoluted as a randomy configured corkscrew. The
tug passed through, flashing the agreed-on signals.

Zol an responded. The tug stopped, reversed heading, and waited for himto |line



up. Inside the force field, the route took them over, under and around huge
freighters and through swarms of shuttles, tugs, and barges. Five hundred
nmeters fromthe depot Zolan pressed a disk on his control columm and a mag
beam reached out and | ocked on to the tug.

The tug's thrusters glowed brighter with the power to match up both craft.
Aligned, Zolan released the tug, and gentling his thrusters, brought his
flitter to rest on a landing platformthat had articulated froma portal
Space suit closed and glare screens partially activated to veil his features,
Zol an strode the Depot's corridors behind his escort. Although he had docked
at the portal nearest his destination, the spunnel console was still alnost a
quarter kay fromthe air |ock.

Reachi ng the consol e chanber, Zolan nmotioned his guide to wait outside. He
entered and inspected the area for intruders and bugs. It seened secure.

Approachi ng the squat spunnel transmitter he noted that Hanno had activated
the system for i mediate use and di sengaged all logs and file-for-record
links. Confirm ng the disconnect, Zolan wasted no time in prelimnaries.
Inserting the capsul e he keyed the transmitter to the channels assigned to
Sentinel and set off his burst.

The transmitter was a nodel that dated back several centuries to the depot's
construction. Zolan knew fromhis training for the mssion that a spunne

burst fromthe depot had to be arranged in parts.

Each segnent was to be inserted separately into the spunnel dispatch slot. The
ancient transmtter could process only so nuch at a bite.

Zolan held the final segment and reached to insert it. A couple of seconds and
the transm ssion would be conplete. The consol e was coded to dissolve the
capsul e i medi ately followi ng the burst; there would be no residue.

Zol an bent to insert the end of the nessage.

Sensi ng nmovenent behind him he slipped sideways and hit the deck. Wt hout
warning and in the line-of-fire, the squat console disintegrated as a rendi ng
flash arced across to where he had been a fraction of second before. Of

bal ance, twisting to face the door, Zolan drew his weapon.

The flash blinded him H's suit shielded himagainst the instant hell-fire
t hat bounced off the console.

Silence followed the attacker's second shot. Zol an crouched, weapon extended,
vision clearing. No further shots. Snapping a quick glance around, he took in
t he danage. The console was a nelted lunp and the room a shanbles. He had to
get out and away.

Up on his feet, he raced through the open doorway, gun raised. Hi s escort to
the conmroom | ay spread-eagled in the corridor, head burned to a crisp by
what nmust have been a nmax shot. The corridor was enpty.

"They cleared the area of everyone but the killer," he thought bitterly.

Having committed the route to nenory as he followed the escort to the spunne
room Zolan raced along the corridors, gun in hand. No one barred his way.

The air lock came in view He hurried through and twisted into the flitter
driver's cage. He cut the mag beamto the dock and signaled the waiting tug.

##

They nmet on the transit strip.



Standi ng cl ose, facing off the strip, observant, Zolan briefed Brad in quick
terse phrases.
"What's your assessnent?" Brad asked when Zol an fi ni shed.

"It was a long, straight corridor. The escort nust have been shot fromthe
bend sone di stance away.

Damage to the conmroom was extensive. Scarf nust have an agent there. My
having the area cleared alerted him That brought on the attack."

"Did you get word to Hanno?"

"No. It would have raised questions | couldn't answer w thout breaking our
cover. He'll have to figure it out for hinself. |I'm concerned about what the
agent will report to his control."

"What ever they conclude, the action elimnates the depot as a conmresource
for us. Did you get the entire nessage on its way?"
"I don't know. The last fragnent included the Point Icarus coordinates.”

Their eyes net.
Chapt er TWENTY- SEVEN

President Camari stonily contenplated the inconplete communication and turned
to Intelligence Director Dynal. Ram sat inmobile, nearby.

"Allen?" Camari's raised brows posed his question

"We couldn't get through directly to Hanno to find out why the nessage was cut
short. So we went spunnel to the Terninals and patched in to the Depot on
coded conventional. Hanno reports his spunnel transmitter was destroyed. He
was certain he was hoodw nked into pernmitting a saboteur aboard and screaned
about a security breach on the Sentinel Support Plan. He said the 'saboteur’
escaped before the alarmcould be acted on. A dammed |ucky delay, | think."

"Did you enlighten Hanno?"

"No, sir. Too risky for Sentinel, and he has no need-to-know. | did tell him
to run deep background checks and truth verification tests on all Depot
personnel . He objected, thinking he had already pinpointed the culprit. I told

himto do it anyhow, slap into the brig anyone who didn't pass, and report the
results to me under highest classification through the construction site's
spunnel center."

"Good. No question they've been infiltrated. W must consider the depot
conprom sed for classified until Hanno assures us he's cleared the problem
fromhis facility."

The President touched a button on his desk, running the message through again
inits entirety.

He switched the screen dark

"The Quter Region's target m ght be the depot, but | wonder." Ram said.
"Perhaps destroying the depot's spunnel transnmitter is prelude to an attack
If it is, they nmust realize that the incident set off alarms throughout our
def enses.

They' Il al so know we can nmai ntain spunnel contact and relay nessages to and
fromour patrollers and other craft through the construction site."

"Consi dering Hanno's report on what happened, the attack on his spunne
transmtter focused on keeping this nessage fromgetting through, not to
nmerely destroy the machi ne. That al one would not have been worth the effort."

"We're down to one comm spunnel link in the Special Zone," Dynal added. "The



one we built on Planet Pluto is controlled by Narval's people.™
"Does Sentinel have access to the transmtter at the Term nal s?"

"The sender would need to personally key in the clearances as well as the
text," said Ram

"ot herwi se the nessage woul d be conproni sed

Sentinel would be conprom sed. W do have the last resort."”

"Have you checked it lately?"

"We run randomtests fromthis end to be certain that it's ready to function
As you know, sir, it has its uncertainties and i nposes a high price."

"Back to the message," Camari sighed and rubbed his tenple gently as he
pondered. "Their comnbined forces, and the distances involved, place us at an
enor nous di sadvant age. "

"Wthout question."
"Ram what's your estimate concerning the m ssing piece?" Camari pointed to
t he nessage in his hand.

"The m ssing piece," Ramreplied, "the one we need nost is Sentinel's
assessment on where and when we can strike at INOR s fleet with maxi mum
effect."”

"Depends entirely on Sentinel? No other sources?"

"At this stage, none, sir."

Camari |l owered his head, lost in thought. After a nonent he raised his eyes to
Ram and sai d,

"We've got to get our thinking through to the Quter Region, to all citizens as
wel | as Heads of State.

"I want you to get out there, Ram Be ny em ssary.

| mpress on whoever will listen the disaster that all of us face, and why we
must arrive at a peaceful solution. Concentrate on the | eaders of major

nati ons; whi chever way they go, others will follow"

"I'"ll need the formal weight of our governnent,"

Ram sai d.

"OF course. I'lIl notify themall that you are ny Anbassador Pl enipotentiary,

and that you carry a personal nessage fromnme. Use the spunnel and send ne
reports as you go along."

"Narval , too?"

"OfF course. And while you're in his area, learn all you can from whatever
sources; but watch yourself with that bastard. He'd as soon cut your throat as
| ook at you."

#it

"Cat egory one message, spunnel-commto Earth via Guardian Station 4. Persona
to President Camari from Ram Xindral. President CGelliman, Callisto, unchanged
in his conviction that Slingshot will benefit only the highly industrialized

i nner planets. He repeated charges that the U PS non-renewabl es deficits
resulted from poor control and excessive consunption of raw materials, plus
breakdown in recycling and conservation policies.

He concluded that Slingshot is our internal problemand that it's being forced
on I NOR. Demands U PS halt Slingshot construction, wthdraw fromthe Special
Zone, and resolve U PS resource crises internally."

##

"Cat egory one nmessage, spunnel to Earth via Guardian Station 4. Personal to



President Camari from Ram Xindral. Prinme Mnister Manra, 1o, says he wi shes us

well in building a bridge to another star
He nakes an issue that transportation, construction and operations for al
phases of Slingshot, including ultimte storage of incoming raw matter will be

inside INOR jurisdictions; therefore, the INOR governnents have a legitimate
right to participate in apportioning Slingshot's benefits.
Ref uses to negotiate this point."

#it

"Cat egory one nmessage, spunnel to Earth via Guardian Station 7. Personal to
President Camari from Ram Xindral. Foreign M nisters Roab of Ganynede and

Sl ega of Europa represented their governments. At conclusion of mneeting they
i ssued a joint communique. Quote: it is only reasonable and proper that the
governments of the Quter Region not be excluded froman equitable share of the
enornous financial and nmaterial resources being | avished on the Interstellar
Matter Tel eport System (Slingshot). The U PS can begin to renedy this
injustice by agreeing to pay a transshi pnent tax on all materials,

manuf actured parts, tools and equi pnent, and personnel passing through the
separate I NOR jurisdictions, space-ways, and contiguous space generally.
Passage fees for individual vessels in transit al so must be negotiated and

i ncluded in the agreenent. Unquote.

"It is ny opinion that the positions taken by the governnents of the Jovian
Federation are orchestrated. | suspect that reports on my discussions wth
Heads of State or their representatives are being passed anong them

| amdeparting for Titan to meet with Chairman Stabar. The Chiefs of Staff of
t he ot her Saturnian governments and the governnments of the Uranus and Neptune
satellite unions have notified ne that their views are consistent with those
of Chairman Straber. They state nothing is to be gai ned by pressing for
separate neetings with them"

#it

"Cat egory one nmessage, spunnel to Earth via Guardian Station 9. Personal to
President Camari from Ram Xindral. Chairman Staber's position is the sanme as
t hose sumarized in ny previous reports.

Staber openly proclainms that INOR s intent is to control the term nal that
will receive and store i ncom ng substance and oversee its distribution
Insists a formal treaty be negotiated now, otherw se, the entire Slingshot
Programwi ||l be viewed as a threat to the integrity of INOR s legitinmate
jurisdictions. | amproceeding to the Planet Pluto Special Zone and will
contact Narval frominside the Logistics Depot's protective force field.

will insist on President Narval's guarantee of safe conduct prior to departing
t he depot for Coldfield. "

Chapt er TWENTY- El GHT

Ram entered the Log Depot's conventional conmunications center and nodded to
t he young operator.

"Make the contact," he said, adding, "Relay the nmessage through one of the
transports; delete all references that showthis facility is in the loop."

Swi t ches snapped as the operator nodded. Hi s hands sped across the keypad. A
few nonents passed and his voice issued as an el ectroni c whi sper

"Calling Planet Pluto Comm Center. This is the U PS

Transport Akiba, Call Sign 943 dash 792. W have a Priority One nessage for
your governnent. Stand by to record. Acknow edge."

A slight crackle.
"This is Planet Pluto Comm Center to Call Sign 943 dash 792. W are ready to
record. CGo ahead."



Ram drew a smal |l plastic card fromthe breast pocket of his tunic and handed
it to the operator.

Wthout glancing at the card the operator slipped it into a slot in the
console. A light on the panel blinked on and off and the card ejected. The
operator returned it to Remwith a single notion and a snile

"Message di spatched, sir.

##
Narval pushed the nmessage asi de and away. Face flushed in anger, he stared at
Dr ummer .

"What do you nake of it?"

"The message is less than straightforward, M.

President,” Drummer replied. "Anbassador Xindral seem ngly appeals for an

audi ence with you to discuss matters of interest to both his governnment and
ours. The suggested agenda it carries, however, puts us on the defensive with
barely roomfor reasoning with his government. He asks for a guarantee of safe
conduct. As a legally constituted government in a community of nations, and in
t he absence of, shall we say, formal mlitary hostilities, such a request is
not only unnecessary, it is an affront. | suspect, M.

President, that the Anbassador's notives are to place you at a di sadvant age. "

"I agree."

"His distrust of us is evident in the manner in which the nessage was routed.
Transmitted froma cargo transporter off the depot's force field, no less. His
personal vessel nust be sonewhere in the pack up there, but he obviously
intends to keep it hidden. Very unseemy for a formal visit by an Anbassador."

"Your recomendati ons?"

Drunmer paused, and spoke slowy, carefully.

"Consider the facts: his tour of the Quter Region was preceded by a persona
message from Camari to Chiefs of State. He has had audi ences with I NOR
Presidents or Mnisters. They have inforned you of their replies to his
appeal s. Those who declined to neet with himtook the course they did because
they had nothing to add to what had al ready been stated by the others.
"Because of your initiatives, President Narval, you are central anmong the | NOR
| eaders in pressing the issues between the Regions. Refusing to see himnmay be
interpreted by our colleagues in INOR as a lack of conviction in our cause, or
even as weakness. My recomendation is that you see him but manipul ate the

di scussions to give our rights dom nance.

I nsofar as 'safe conduct', | suggest we ignore the insult, grant him

perm ssion to visit our planet, and wish hima pleasant stay."

Narval drummed on the desk, pushed at the nessage again, and shifted about. He
was unconfortabl e.

“I'I'l think about it, Drunmer," he said.
"Meanwhi l e, extend the invitation, set up suitable quarters for himaway from
our official guest house, neet himwhen he arrives, and so on. Have hi m stand

by. When | decide on the approach to the discussions, I'll let you know
whether 'l neet with him"
#it

"Well, Scarf, have you finished reading that thing?" Narval inpatiently bit a
fingernail.

"Yessir, M. President."



"Vl ?"

“Sir?"
"What the hell do you mean by 'sir'? | asked for your opinion, damrit."

"Well, sir, he asks for an audience with you..."
Narval sighed. "Don't just repeat the nessage, Scarf. Tell ne what you know of
this man."

Scarf's face lost its enbarrassed flush and he hastily pulled a reader device
fromhis pocket.

Striking a series of keys, Scarf peered closely at the screen. He pointed to
the reader as verification for his words.

"Anbassador Xindral is a senior Intelligence Oficer assignhed to Slingshot.
That's about all we've got on him Definitely not a run-of-the-mll diplonmatic
type."

"That's what concerns me, Scarf. |'mhighly suspicious of his notives even if
Camari did notify us in advance. Intelligence officer, indeed. If he becones
aware of our preparations and reports back, our plans will be jeopardized.
Drummer wants me to see him | don't want to be in the same roomwth this
person. Yet | can't refuse without |osing face. Now, get me out of this,
Scarf."

"How far can | go, M. President?"

"As far as you like, just keep nme out of it."
Scarf rubbed his beefy jaw reflectively, then grinned.

"I have reason to suspect, M. President, that this known U PS intelligence
of ficer is using an Anbassadorial cover for purposes harnful to Planet Pluto's
internal security. How s that for starters, sir?"

Narval 's eyes gl eamed wi th sudden craft.
"Co on," he said.

"His ostensible mission to neet with the President of Planet Pluto is, in
actuality, a guise under which he intends to neet with di ssident elenents
anong our people. His real mission is to subvert and underm ne the foundations
of our governnent.

In other words, his conming here is to disrupt. He should be dealt with
according to the rules of his own gane, and not those of normal interplanetary
or interregional diplomacy."

"Expl ai n. "
"Agents that conduct a m ssion such as his are expendable, M. President.
There are no rules.”

" Reper cussi ons?"

"What ever happens to himwi Il be outside accepted protocols, and will occur
prior to his arrival at the President's Oficial Residence. The incident wll
result frominitiatives taken by the U PS

Anbassador, hinmself. The Governnent of Planet Pluto will not be invol ved."
"Very well, Scarf. | leave it to you."
H#it

"Hodak," Brad nmotioned himforward. "I want you to show me the new power pack



for the cruiser being overhauled in tunnel 3. \Were is it?"

Hodak gl anced at Brad, then away.
"It's still in the shop near the north side of the done. Take us a few m nutes
to get there."

"OK, let's go."

Leaving the cubicle that served as office they boarded the strip. Standing
cl ose, they spoke through unnmoving I|ips.

"Rami's here."

"In Col dfiel d?"

"Not yet, but soon."
"What's up?"

"He's to see Narval. His job is to try to work out an agreenment that'll keep
Sl i ngshot construction noving al ong."

"How d you find out?"
"Drunmmer nentioned it to me in passing. He's arranging a neeting between
Narval and Ram"

"Has the time been set?"
"Not yet. Drummer's waiting for the go ahead from Narval ."

"You nmean Narval isn't sure he wants to neet Ran®"
"Suspicious, isn't it?"
"Damm right."

Their eyes met and noved on to the passing scene.
"If there's to be an incident," Brad asked, "who'll be setting it up?"

"Scarf, who el se?"

"Soon as | hear when Ranis due and where he's to be |lodged, I'lIl get back to
you. For as long as he's on Planet Pluto your job is to keep himout of harms
way. "

Chapt er TWENTY- NI NE

Entering the Charnel Pit, Ram scanned the tavern.

An enpty table beckoned, and he folded his long frane onto its stool and
delicately | eaned an el bow on the least filthy spot of the scarred surface.
Shifting his body slightly, he observed the mlling crowd with frequent

gl ances toward the entry.

Garbed in earth-toned street clothes, he had just left his roomat the Condor
his m nd on Drunmmer.

Their neeting at the |landing pad had been proper and courteous, with no
attenpts at prying, either way. Confining thenselves to anenities, they spoke
of tedious space junps, the quality of accommopdations in various parts of the
system and generalities on a better life for humankind from a benevol ent

Sl i ngshot .

Drunmer had taken | eave following Ram s inspecting his |odgings at the Condor
and shruggi ng them accept abl e under the circunstances. Departing, Drunmer
informed Ramthat he would call for himor send an escort as soon as a



suitable time for his neeting could be arranged with President Narval .

Ram expressed his trust that the neeting woul d be soon and producti ve.

As his eyes accustoned to the bar-room s snoke-diffused |lighting the harsh
faces of the jostling crowd emerged. A frontier, indeed, he nused. Satisfied
that he drew no untoward attention, he glanced once nore toward the door and
si gnal ed a robo-di spenser

A face drifted past, paused for the briefest monment, and noved on. It was
enough. Ram gave no outward sign, but felt |ess alone. Hodak anbled to the
bar, where the drinkers greeted himand jovially made room An hour and
several drinks slipped by. Hodak and Ram i gnored each ot her

A small man in a nondescript tunic sidled up Ram s table.

"Xi ndral ?" He wheezed.
Ram gl anced at himand away. He remmined silent.

"I have a nessage for Ram Xindral ."

"Gveit."

"I'f you're Xindral, the person you're here to see prefers to neet with you
away from his normal place of business. | amto guide you to the neeting.
Fol | ow ne. "

"Name the nman who sent you?"

"Drummer . "

"Why didn't he come hinsel f?"

"He is with his superior at the neeting place."

Ram was suspicious. It could be a trap. On the other hand, it was not
unreasonabl e that Narval might want to nmeet away fromthe formal seat of
government. His options were limted. If Drumrer had really sent the nessage,
and he refused the escort, the neeting with Narval would be off to a bad
start, perhaps cancel ed.

The nessenger stood by, subservient, waiting.

Ram brought his hands to his forehead as if deliberating a decision, and
gently rubbed his tenple to cover a flashing glance at Hodak. Hodak subtly
acknow edged the sign

"Be with you as soon as | finish ny drink," Ram said.

Taking a sip, he placed the goblet on the table and began to fish about in his
tuni c pockets, clumsy and tine-consuning. Finally, he rose slowy, towering
over the small man.

"Lead on," he said.
Alarms shrilled in Hodak's mind as he recogni zed the person speaking with Ram
What were Scarf's stooge and Ram di scussing? Ramls mission to Planet Pluto was
clearly diplomatic and entirely Drummer's show. Drummer woul d not have

knowi ngly accepted Scarf's involvenment in the proceedi ngs.

Ram s surreptitious glance in his direction and deliberate clunsy hesitation

i mparted doubts concerning his predi cament. Hodak stretched, quickly finished
his drink, paid his tab, and sl apped drinking partners' shoul ders good-bye. He
sauntered toward the door, |left the bar-room and, outside, turned away as Ram
and his escort emerged and noved off. Hodak turned casually to observe.

A man in a dark tunic slipped out froma shadow al ong the wall and fol |l owed
behi nd Ram Another trailed further behind. As Hodak watched, two nore noved
out of an alley and took positions ahead of Ram and his escort. Ram was boxed.



Hodak foll owed, barely close enough to distinguish Ramis swaying formin the
street crowds.

Ram s gui de nmoved toward a break in the wall and noti oned Ramto foll ow Hodak
saw Ram hesitate, speak harshly, and draw back. He was too late

The others closed in and pushed hi m forward.

Ram stunbl ed, tripped, fell, tried to rise. Arns whi pped about and he stayed
down. The four lifted and dragged hi mthrough the breach. The fifth waited
until they di sappeared and darted away.

It had happened fast.

Direct intervention on his part, Hodak realized, would be extremely hazardous.
Recognition would instantly conprom se the Sentinel mssion. He had to help
Ramin a way that would not disclose his own identity.

He slipped silently into the alley.

From up ahead cane runbl ed curses and harsh | aughter; they were sure of

t hensel ves.

Hodak' s eyes searched the shadows wi thout success except for the grind of
boots on stony detritus and the scrape of a weight being dragged. He cl osed

t he gap, counting on the procession ignoring their rear

The sounds nuted and stopped. Peering froma recessed slot along the wall he
saw Raml s abductors crowd around the entry to an open utility. One of them
craw ed in and Ram s unconsci ous form passed to him The remaining three

foll omed and the cover drawn into place.

Hodak noved swiftly to the entry and pressed his ear against its thick cover.
Shifting position and scoopi ng aside | oose dirt and pebbl es, he pressed his
ear first against the ground then back to the cover. Scraping noises fromthe
ot her side were audible, but dimnishing.

The odds were not with himbut timng and surprise mght even thema bit.
Lifting the cover slowy, he felt the texture of the surface and slipped into
t he di mess beyond. He crouched in the rubble, the faint sounds giving him
direction.

The tunnel lights were I ow and flickering, their sconces wi dely spaced. It was
enough.

Working his way forward along the tunnel, short dashes fromone bend to the
next, Hodak cl osed on the | aughing, cursing pack. They were cl ose beyond the
next bend.

Feeling al ong the wai stband of his tunic, Hodak drew a thin, flat nmetal strip
fromthe weave.

Hol ding the strip gingerly, he jerked their ends in opposite directions and
sensed the sharpness of the blades that instantly snapped outward al ong both
edges. Twisting and turning forned a half-neter long scimtar and bending it
slightly along its length added a curve conparable to the ancient Australian
boomerang. It was both silent and deadly.

Hodak eased closer to the bend in the tunnel, and snaked his way al ong the
ground until he had a view of the scene ahead.

Ram lay in a heap agai nst one wall, notionless.

H s captors, facing the opposite wall, were busily exanmining its surface.
Words bounced back al ong the wall.

"...as good a place as any, huh?"

"Yeah. Let's get this over with and head for the Blind Pig. I"'mthirsty as
hel I . "

"OK, Patch and Swat, you two -- start burning the hole. Cut it deep enough so
all of himcan be shoved in. Leave enough room so we can seal it over with the
same dirt. Flune, you start collecting rocks to pack around the body once we



get it in place. Then we'll just pack and fuse-seal until it's all snoothed
over. This guy'll be riding this ice ball when hell freezes over."

"What're you gonna do, Angel ?"
H s tone was sarcastic. It brought a snarl in return

"Scarf put me in charge of this detail, Flune.
Rermenmber? So when | tell you to haul rocks, don't fight it." The heavy tone
eased. "I was ordered to search the guy. Scarf wants everything fromhis

pockets, and all his clothes, just in case he's got something stashed away. |

gotta deliver the stuff as soon as we're done here. My orders are also to ness
up the body so it'll never be identified, even if it does get found. So let's

get with it."

As Hodak watched, Flunme, the rock gatherer noved off down the tunnel. Two of
the remaining three drew soil-fusers froma backpack and concentrated on their
power settings. The fourth, obviously Angel, turned toward Ram who was

begi nning to stir.

Seei ng Ram s movenent, Angel drew his weapon, hefted it, and ained it at Ranmis
head. Angel's nmouth twi sted into a savage grin.

H s conpanions turned fromtheir work to watch.

"Wait. | want himto see it comng," Angel said over his shoul der

Hodak pressed his fingernail against a pip on the instrunent in his hand and
felt it vibrate with energy. Thrusting his armfurther into the tunnel's bend
he hurl ed the boomerang toward Angel

The weapon reached its maxi mumvelocity within two neters of the throw Moving
at a speed that made it invisible to the naked eye, it flewsilently and true.

The sl ender inplenent curved around Angel's neck and, wi thout stopping,
conpleted its return to Hodak's hand.

Angel ' s head was gone from his shoul ders.

The sound of Angel's falling body startled the two staring expectantly at Ram
waiting for the execution shot. Turning, they gaped at what had been Angel
They scranbled in panic to press their backs against the tunnel wall. Dropping
the soil-fusers, they drew and waved their weapons about.

One of them shouted, "Flume. Can you hear ne, Fl unme?"

"Yeah, | hear you. Watta ya want?"

"Cet back here, quick."

Fl une cane running, took in the scene and joined the other two against the
wal | . Together, they stared at Angel, then along the tunnel, one direction
then the other.

"What the hell's goin' on?"

"How do | know? We didn't hear anything, then the noise of himfalling. W
| ooked and there he was and there was his head. W& had our eyes on the big
guy; couldn'a been himdid it."

"What do we do now?"
"Search nme."

"Let's get outta here.”
"Can't. We gotta finish the job, or Scarf'll burn us alive



"Then we better stick together fromnow on,"

Flunme said. "You two finish cutting the hole but now make it deeper. |I'Il keep
wat ch. Soon as you're ready we'll load "emin, seal it up with stuff from
around here, and scram"”

As Hodak watched, Patch and Swat recovered sufficiently to raise their

soil -fusers and direct the nozzles at the tunnel's wall.

An anmber glow formed on the fuser's tips and the tunnel wall's surface bubbl ed
and flowed toward the floor in the light gravity. Welding the fusers expertly
they distributed its liquefied substance in a rough, irregular pattern
blending it in with the surrounding surfaces. The excess that reached the
floor quickly hardened to match the rubbl e strewn about.

Fl une, back agai nst the opposite wall, weapon high and ready, peered tensely
about. Finally satisfied, Patch switched off his fuser and tapped Swat on the
shoul der. Swat gl anced at him switched off, and they stepped back

"This'll do it," Patch said. "Load Angel in first.

The back of the hole is too small for the big guy.”

He | eaned over, grasped the open-eyed head by a hank of hair and flung it into
the hole. The head di sappeared with a soft thud. Swat joined Patch; each
grasped one of the body's arns and | egs and they heaved it in after the head.
Patch | eaned into the hole and pushed the solid flesh as far as it would go.
Turni ng, he notioned Swat toward Ram

For a nonent Flune faced away from Hodak

He did not see the boonerang before it twi sted around his throat and was gone.
Intent on Ram Swat and Patch saw neither the strike nor the weapon. They
heard a gurgling sound and whirled. Flume was on the tunnel floor, blood

pul sing fromthe neck of his headl ess torso. The head, itself, had rolled

agai nst the opposite wall, eyes open

Pani cked, they fired frantically down the tunnel in both directions.

The boomerang back in his hand, Hodak waited. An open assault was
unacceptabl e, both for hinself and for Ram He would be cut down with a single
sweep of the killers' heavy handguns, and with his identity reveal ed, Scarf
woul d track down the Sentinels with a vengeance.

Snappi ng a qui ck peek he saw Patch and Swat back to back in the middle of the
tunnel, facing in opposite directions and whispering to each other in terror
Guessing the di stance between the two he extended the boonerang slightly and
pressed the pip.

Steppi ng away fromthe wall Hodak threw the boonerang around the bend.

One of the targets nmust have seen it com ng

There was the begi nning of a scream

Boonerang back in hand, Hodak wal ked around the bend. Patch lay quietly;
Swat's body still quivered.

Hodak took less than five mnutes to enlarge the hole, |Ioad the newy dead in
wi th their conpanions, and smooth the surface to match the tunnel's wall.
Ram groggy, sat against the opposite wall and watched.

Chapter THI RTY

The space was little nore than two neters across, a vault cut into the side of
a tunnel to store construction supplies. It was enough

Leaving Ramin the dimMy lit space to recover, Hodak rushed to an exit,
surfaced, took his bearings, and found Brad in his office. Brad i mediately
sensed the urgency from Hodak's expression



"Let's get our people together," Brad ordered.
Hodak qui ckly passed the word and, within minutes, the Sentinels convened in
an enpty air |ock.

Myra left for headquarters to cover; the renminder strung out behind Hodak to
the subsurface vault where he'd left Ram

#it

"And that's it." Ram finished recapping his trip as he gingerly rubbed the
| arge brui se on his head.

"They're lining up for a confrontation," he said,
"both political and mlitary, and Slingshot is the club they'Il hold over us.
They think they snell the blood of victory, and there isn't a cool head anong
them™

He turned to Brad.
"Your message was inconplete,’

he said. "What was | eft out?"

"Narval ' s pl anni ng gui dance on the assault launch point,"” Brad replied, citing
t he coordinates, bringing Ramup to date.

They were silent as Ramnulled over his options.

Si ghing, he rose and stretched his frame, bending slightly to keep his head
from scrapi ng agai nst the vault's roof.

"The attack on ne nust have been approved by Narval," he said. "My feeling is
he didn't want to talk to ne because his preparations and comitnents are too
far along. He feared that, had we met, | m ght get enough from our discussions
to see his ganme plan. I've got to get honme -- fast." Ginning at Brad, he
asked, "OK, how are you going to get me out of this rat's nest and back to ny
shi p?"

#it

Narval screeched, face tw sted, hands poundi ng the desk

"What do you mean, standing there and telling nme you' ve lost track of your
peopl e? Not that | give a damm about them but you gave thema sinple job to
do, and | want to know, now, where it stands."

"That's just it, M. President," Scarf said, his normally ruddy face gray with
fear. "I haven't received a 'sitrep’ frommy agent-in-charge. | did get an
interimreport fromthe back-up observer | assigned to track themfromthe
Charnel Pit.

According to him the Anmbassador was taken into custody inmediately upon

| eaving the bar. Along the way he resisted and had to be -- uh -- restrained.
Everything | ooked to be under control, so the observer left to report.”

"Tell me precisely what you ordered your agent to do."

"Identify hinself as coming fromDrumrer. Take the Ambassador into custody
under the pretext of escorting himto a private neeting with you. Wiile in
custody, and wi thout w tnesses, Xindral was to be terninated and his body
buried in a tunnel. The site was to be returned to its original appearance,
and Xindral's possessions brought to ne."

"Where is this site | ocated?"

"My agent was to give nme the exact |ocation when he delivered the Amnbassador's
personal effects.”

"You mean you don't even know where to start |ooking? Is that what you're

sayi ng?"

"I know the | ocation where they took himdown.
Wll, | got a problemthere too; the subsurface junction branches off in
several directions."



"I's it possible Xindral overcame his restraints and neutralized your tean®?"

"Not likely, sir. The observer said he saw sufficient force used agai nst
Xi ndral when he resisted to render himunconscious."

Narval sank back into his chair, head |owered, staring into his lap. Raising
his head, he fixed burning eyes on Scarf.

"Despite your assurances, Scarf, | think it not only possible, but Iikely,
that Xindral got away fromyour team For all you know, your goons rmay be in
hiding, afraid to face you with the truth.

If Xindral's still alive, he must have concluded by now that the attenpt

agai nst hi mwoul d not have occurred wi thout ny approval. So, we're conmmitted,
and | can't afford to wait."

He pointed a shaking finger at Scarf.

"Xindral can leave Coldfield only through an air |ock. Post extra guards.
Deploy patrols to strips leading to air |ocks on the perinmeter. Mark himas a
newly arrived renegade, a killer and genetic fl ake dangerous to Col dfield's
safety. Order your people to take no chances with hini he is to be destroyed
on sight. I want Xindral found, and I want himdead. Do it. Now MNbve!"

#it

Hodak was back from scouting the tunnel up ahead.

The way was clear with an exit a kilometer distant.

The opposite direction would | ead them back to the center of Col dfield.

Brad cocked an eyebrow at Ram Ram nodded.
Hodak and Kum ko took point, Brad behind Ram Zolan and Adari rear guard. They
covered ground swiftly.

The passageway w dened, and a ranp led up to a nezzani ne from whi ch ot her
tunnel s branched.

Ascendi ng the ranp Hodak di sappeared into a |l ow, narrow entryway in the wall.
The ot hers foll owed.

Ram fol ded to his knees and went flat to squeeze through. The cut ended
abruptly at a rock face.

A | adder rose to the dimoutline of a nanhole.

Kum ko clinmbed and slipped a slender filanment through the tiny gap between the
edge of the utility cover and its frame. Below, Zolan inserted the free end of
the filament into a clip on the bridge of a pair of goggles, and donned them
"Up a mite," he called to Kum ko. "OK, hold it, now scan a 360, slow."

He gave the goggles to Brad who donned them and scoped the ground | evel

t hrough the filanment.

"The manhole is in a cul -de-sac, closed in on three sides by walls set back
about two neters fromwhere we are. The cul -de-sac accesses a street on which
traffic is passing. The dome's inside wall is on the far side, and | see sone
mar ki ngs on it. Each of you, | ook about and get your bearings. Speak up if you
recogni ze the area or the markings."

The goggl es passed fromone to the other. Zolan tossed themup to Kum ko at
the top of the | adder and caught them when they were | owered. He handed them
to Ram who peered at the ground scene as he |i stened.

"Strip markings," Adari said. "They're usually located to orient folks com ng
in fromthe outside.
My guess is we're close to a strip or an air |ock."

"Any idea which one?" Brad asked.



"Not from appearances," Adari replied, "but | kept track of our tw sts and
turns to this point, and the way | figure, we're in the western quadrant of
the city. The sector has nore air |ocks than the others because it's on the
main route to | andi ng pads for the maintenance shops. W' ve lucked out --
maybe. "

"What do you nean by 'maybe'? Don't hold back."
"The traffic. More people about.”
The silence was heavy.

"I'f we can make it to an air lock w thout being challenged,” Brad said, "we'll
get Ramto a taxi

Hodak, can you rig a taxi to manual control and |leave it with enough power for
a one-time flight through the depot's cocoon?"

Hodak, Zol an and Adari put their heads together

Ram shoved his head in anong them and vigorous hand notions cut the air. Ram
nodded as Hodak turned back to Brad.

"Can do," he said.
"Next item" Brad said. "Ram can you get your long frane into a standard
sui t?"

"Once we get into the air lock I'lIl look for the biggest suit on the rack
Then 1'11 just have to push, pull and squeeze. Wn't be the first tine."
Brad | ooked up at Kum ko, hol ding the scope in place.

"CGot it?" He called up.
"Yep."
" Comrent s?"

"As long as |I'mup here, how about me taking point?"
"OK. Now, all of you. Set weapons at max. If we're seen and tied to Ram the
whol e operation is conprom sed. So we'll have no w tnesses. Act accordingly."

Kum ko pushed the manhole lid aside, clinbed out and darted forward to where
she coul d see along the street. She took in the scene quickly.

Several people passed on a nearby strip. They did not notice Kum ko. She
waited until they passed where they could have seen into the cul -de-sac, then
signal ed the others up

As Zol an cane abreast of Kumi ko he drew a pencil-thin tube froma pocket in
hi s tunic.

Holding it in one hand he twi sted the knurled knob that forned one end, and
returned it to his pocket.

He wi nked at Brad who had cone up beside him

Brad saw t he question in Ram s eyes.

"One of Zolan's hone-grown gadgets," he said.

"Sets up an omi-interference field for a couple of hundred neters. W'll be
nmovi ng through commoverride chatter until he switches it off."

Then to Kum ko, "Which way?"

"Left. Air lock. Hundred nmeters." She crouched and darted away.
"Ram stoop, bend, whatever it takes to shrink

Stay close to the wall for as long as you can



Everyone keep a few nmeters apart. Hodak, you stay close to Ram and watch the
rear. OK, let's doit.”

Two burly men came around the end of a nearby structure, stopped, stared at
Ram as he rose through the nanhol e, and then at each other. Zol an caught both
in a conical burst as they backed away.

They fell in silence.

Hodak and Zol an dashed forward. Each grasped a set of ankles, hauled the
bodies into the cul -de-sac and dunped them down the utility hole.
Brad took a quick look in both directions and nudged Adari

"CGo," he said.

Kum ko was at the air lock. Brad, Hodak and Ramwere well away fromthe

cul -de-sac. Kumi ko stepped into the enclosure containing the suit racks, her
weapon up and level, safety off, finger a tiny space fromthe trigger.

Two guards, sitting on a bench, rifles across their thighs, gaped at her
"What the hell,"” one of them yawped, raising his rifle.

The other guard flipped the switch on a hand-held transnmitter and started to
raise it to his lips.

Kum ko cut them down with a single sweep. She raced up and across the | ong
room checking al coves, corridors and behind suit racks. Enpty.

Ram entered, quickly foll owed by the others. Hodak remai ned at the door, alert
for intruders. Adari noved across to the keypad control for the outer air
| ock, and peered through the visi-screen. She thunbed up

Ram runmaged hastily anong the space suits on the rack. Adari left her
position, grabbed a suit and worked herself into it. Brad, Kum ko and Zol an
were halfway into theirs. Zolan noved to the outer door

Hodak, suited up, called to Ram who hurried over

"Here's one you mght squeeze into. Cnere, give it atry."

Ram | ooked distastefully at the suit. "Well," he nmuttered, "that's what
happens to a gi ant anmong pygmies. | couldn't find anything bigger than what
you've cone up with. Gve a hand here."

Adari joined them Together, she and Hodak shoehorned Raminto the suit and
cl osed the seals.

Hel nets fitted, they ran quickly through air tank and suit connections
security and pressure checks.

Mnutes later they were ready for departure.

Brad noti oned Kum ko closer, and they opened their facepl ates.

"Stay here until we return," Brad instructed,
"but keep your suit on. Now that we're all wearing suits we can't be
identified. So, if you get innocent visitors, just incapacitate them If
anyone cones | ooking for a fight, don't wait for an invitation."

Kum ko nodded and cl osed her faceplate. Wapon in hand, she took up a position
where she woul d not be seen fromthe entryway.

Brad | unmbered to the air | ock and, a nonment later, the panel to the buffer
space slipped aside.

Gesturing Ram Zol an, Hodak and Adari through, he stepped after them and

cl osed and dogged t he panel |eading back into the done. He lifted the safety
cover and pressed a wall plate. Wth a swish of escaping air, the outer doors
slid up. They stepped out.

##



A dozen taxis and space tugs were scattered about on the ranp. Choosing the
taxi nost distant fromthe others Zol an beckoned Hodak and Adari to follow
him Mving as quickly as their suits and the light gravity would allow, they
reached the taxi and clinbed aboard. Brad and Ram brought up the rear, turning
often to watch other suited people noving about. A ranp guard was sone

di stance away, gesturing anong a knot of people. The Sentinels remai ned
unnot i ced.

Reachi ng the taxi, Zolan and Hodak began to adjust its controls, vector and
power instrunents.

Adari's helnet filled in the pilot position. Raising her glove she beckoned
frantically to Ram He clinbed in beside her. Her hand on his hel net she spoke
rapidly, pointing at the instrument panel

Brad watched Adari nove back and out as Ram noved into the seat she vacated
Bendi ng forward, her helnet touched Ranmis as her gloved hands pointed to where
t he depot was visible. She slapped Ram on the shoul der and stepped back

The jerry-rigged taxi rose slowy at first, gained speed and di sappeared into
t he backdrop of black velvet and stars.

Chapter THI RTY- ONE

Camari strode into the Conference Room took his seat at the head of the |ong
table, and stared bleakly at his advisors. The faces of the Mnisters of

D plomatic Protocols and Intelligence were grinm the Commander of the Space
Forces ready to expl ode.

"l suppose you've all studied Ramis report,” Canari said in a |low, angry
voi ce. "What do you think?
Sel vi n?"

"If they take the depot," Admiral Selvin said,

"we're out of business. Even if we get the depot back undanaged, we'll be
unable to nake up the tine lost. The construction and | aunch schedul es are
that tight."

"What do you suggest?"

"Stop them-- now. "

"They'll know we're com ng when our fleet lines up to enter the spunnel. The
gateway can handle our nmilitary craft, no problemthere. What we cannot count
onis INOR s failing to see us on the nove."

"How do we get around that?"

"Diversionary tactics; draw their attention to a major initiative on our part
in which all of INOR has role vital to its interests, if not survival.

Ri sky, but we have no choice."

The Strategi c Concepts Conputer recorded, analyzed, and reported. They

i stened, then tal ked.

#it

The Sol ar Spunnel Conmuni cations Control flashed a Category One Alert across
the system The Alert was directed to all planets, satellites, stations,

out posts, and all ships in space fromMercury to deep within the Cort C oud
far beyond the Slingshot construction sites.

Rymer Canmari, President of the United Inner Planetary System wi shed to address
the citizens of all nations on a matter of extreme urgency, one that affects
humanki nd t hroughout the entire Solar System The INOR Chiefs of State were
urged to convene their Executive and Legislative Councils and to listen to the



Ul PS President.

I nterplanetary comm spunnel boosters were raised to maxi mum power and range.
The added power cleared Camari's image and speech for override into all open
aud-viz transnmitters and receivers throughout the system

Wien Camari's features forned in view tanks or on screens his manner was
grave, and his tone solem and deliberate. The nessage was brief.
"Greetings to all citizens and Governnments of our Sol ar Conmunity,"
"W wish you well

| have chosen this tinme and this nmeans to speak to you directly because the
threat to all of use is real and our peril increases by the hour. Unless we
act imrediately and in concert, disaster will befall us all

"Not | ong ago two of our manned recon craft were attacked and destroyed near
Pl anet Pluto. These ships were part of a small protective force that the U PS
mai ntains in the Plutonian Special Zone for the safety of the Slingshot
termnals and its |l ogistics depot.

he began.

"The CGovernment of Planet Pluto has been familiar with the patrollers' m ssion
to protect Slingshot assets in the Construction Zone since the Programwas in
its early planning stages. In these | atest operations, one of our patrols was
known to be scouting the Plutonian outback for subsurface tunnels and
gal l eri es where unscrupul ous adventurers sneak off to hide after preying on
our outposts and transports. The other U PS patroller had identified a cache
of contraband weapons in space that presented a clear threat to Slingshot.
"The attack on the two U PS ships could not have occurred wi thout the prior
know edge, approval and very likely, the direct orders fromthe highest
authorities in the Plutonian Government."

The President sat forward in his chair and his face | ooned | arger across the
system Hi s voice |lowered, and increased its intensity.

"We cannot consider these incidents in isolation

Qur transports to the Slingshot depot and construction site are being raided
and harassed by terrorists and pirates who are directed by and provi ded
sanctuary by both official and non-official entities. W are conpelled to
conclude that INOR crimnal adventurers and pirates act in the context of
agreenents anmong their CGovernnents.

Doi ng so constitutes direct mlitary and econonic warfare against the U PS and
is an attenpt to sabotage the Slingshot m ssion

"I must tell you now we are outraged by this conspiracy and these attacks. The
U PS does have recourse. It can respond in kind.

"What then? Warshi ps carryi ng weapons of unprecedented destructive power are
at the ready in both regions. Have we no choice but to keep escal ating
provocation, sneak attacks and reprisals until our full nmilitary fleets are
unl eashed in their fury against each other? If we get to this, citizens of

I NOR, do not rule out reprisals on your encapsul ated comunities. Be aware:
history clearly shows us that there are indeed few, if any, real sanctuaries
for civilian populations in times of war."

He paused to let the words sink in. Hs voice became crisp and forceful

"I amnow faced with this decision: Should the UPS retaliate agai nst Pl anet
Pluto and all other menbers of INOR that interfere with i nnocent passage of
our transports to and fromthe Slingshot sites?

"That is one course open to us; it would bring death and havoc all across this
star system we know as our home. We nust | ook to alternatives. The creators
and wi el ders of weapons nust denonstrate reason along with valor. War, in any



formand at any level, is a blind evasion of the real problens that confront
humanki nd.

"When the old United Planetary Systemwas replaced by the UPS and | NOR, the
rel ati onshi ps anong governnents and peoples deteriorated. W drifted apart.
The few interregi onal agreenents that did evolve supported special interests.
Once ingrained, they becane acceptable, even generally attractive, practices.
Now we each have our spheres of influence, and we guard themjealously -- and
often with apprehension

"There remains, to this day, a deep distrust and fear that one nation or

i ndependent col ony, or any collective, will attenpt to secure advantage over
anot her. Each of us, focused on our own interests, sees the danger and seeks
to avoid being its victim This infectious distrust and fear must be cl eansed
fromour systemw de community of nations if we are ever to live in peace with
each ot her.

"M sunder st andi ngs have arisen over the centuries concerning the intentions
for Slingshot facilities and personnel in place throughout what has now becone
INOR territories or jurisdictions. W accept our share of blanme for these

nm sconcepti ons.

Let us dispel them

"The Collector Terminal, as you all know, wll be di sengaged upon conpl etion
and take its position on the systems rim Wen the | aunch wi ndow opens, and
it will be open to us for only a very brief time, the Extractor nust depart --
there will be no second chance for several centuries. The Extractor nust fly
as fast and as true as the missile did fromthe sling of David to the head of
CGol i at h.

The Extractor is our missile, Al pha Centauri is our target and, as David's

| eather sling was the instrument to save an ancient civilization. The orbit of

Pl anet Pluto powers the sling that will save our civilizations for the ages
whi ch extend before us, but only if we act in unity.

"What happens afterward? When the Extractor has departed, we will no | onger
need the logistics depot, and U PS citizens in the Zone will return home. Al
but a small portion of our facilities, equipnment, and supplies will be
transferred on site to the Plutonian Government or | NOR generally.

What ever is not wanted by its new owners we will renmove and hel p Planet Pluto
to convert and reconstruct Coldfield and the rest of the planet to fit the
needs of its citizens. W will provide material support and training for

transition to an infrastructure and adm ni stration of Pluto's choice. W
invite all of INORto share in this task."

Camari | eaned back for a short pause. His eyes | ooked beseechingly at his
unseen audi ence. H s voice softened.

"That was the past and, adnittedly, a poor foundation upon which to build; Iet
us now |l ook to a nore positive future. | make this proposal to all Governnents
of our star system the conmon heritage of hunmanki nd.

"We are in disarray. As history has denonstrated tinme and again there are no
real winners in contests of mlitary mght, to the contrary. Qur response to
the incidents off Planet Pluto is that we reject reprisal nmerely for
vengeance, or for inposing ourselves on the Plutonian people. In the sane
vein, we reject war agai nst any Governnment within I NOR Not because we cannot
wage war, but because war would annihilate cities and lives on both sides.

Furt her, Slingshot would be lost to us, and ultimately, the entire solar
civilization would wane and di sappear

"I propose we neet in space, along the border between our Regions at a place
of mutual agreenent.

Let us convene as equal s to exam ne our differences.

W nust give greater credence to each other's needs and aspirations and arrive
at consensus on sharing in the responsibilities for this, our famly of

pl anets and satellites. Let us search for ways to conbi ne our diverse



interests into a new and nmajestic pioneering spirit for the great leap to the
stars yet to cone.

"This is the challenge and the opportunity.™

Chapter THI RTY-TWD

Narval 's rage spluttered fromhis lips in a viperous hiss as he pointed at a
baffl ed Drummer.

Brad, straight-faced behind Drumrer, stood easy.

Scarf, off to the side, stiff and erect, stared blankly at the wall behind
Narval , his features twitching to depress a smrk.

"You were responsible for Camari's em ssary, Drummer. |'ve had you notified
that | amready to receive him Were is he?"

"He's di sappeared, M. President."
"So I"'mtold. Wiat does that nean?"

"Your orders were to provide |odgings for the Anbassador sonmewhere other than

the official guest house. | had no choice but to put himup at the Condor
When | was informed of the time that you agreed to see him | went to the
Condor to extend the formal invitation. He wasn't there. | inquired of the

Condor's managenent and al so anong the citizens present. Several recalled him
because of his unusual height, but no one, it seens, saw himleave." d ancing
toward Scarf, he added,

"I imredi ately requested your Chief of Internal Security to put out search
parties. That's where it stands."

Narval turned to Scarf.
"Wl | 2"

Scarf stiffened.

"We've searched the city, M. President," he said,
"and can't find a trace of himunder the donme. But we had several unexpl ai ned
killings a short while ago and |'m sure he's involved. Two of my agents were
gunned down on the street near air |ock 43, apparently wi thout reason, and
their bodies were dunped down a utility access. Al so, two of my guards, on
special detail inside the air lock were killed. Add to that a comunications
bl ank- out swanped the sane area about that tine, and a space taxi is mssing
fromthe 43 ranp.

"We can't get a tracer on the taxi; its automatic location signal is out, and
it doesn't respond to direct inquiry. Al this, taken together, is very
suspi ci ous, and |l eads ne to concl ude the Anbassador skipped rather than neet
with you."

Brad's eyes nmoved gravely from one speaker to the other.

"Drunmer."” Narval turned back to him "Wen you net with Camari's Ambassador
what did you di scuss?"

Drunmmer shrugged and stroked his chin
"Just the routine chit-chat of protocol: small talk about the inconveniences
of long hops and living out of traveling kits. Ch, yes, we expressed our hopes

for a better future when Slingshot cuts in. That was about it."

"Then why woul d he | eave so abruptly?"



"l have no idea, M. President."

"This incident does not please ne, Drummer. A special envoy arrives fromthe
U PS, obviously carrying an inportant message to nme from President Canari. He
| eaves before he delivers the message, with no advance notice. As he | eaves he
kills several Plutonian citizens and steals property.

No, | don't like it at all, Drunmer."”

H s fingernails drunmed the desk. Suddenly consci ous of what he was doi ng, he
st opped and brought his hands cl ose and i nspected them for damage.

"Drunmer, draft a personal message fromme to Camari, conpl aining about the
manner in which his Anbassador conducted hinself on Pl anet Pl uto.

Accuse the Anbassador of murdering several of our citizens and stealing our
property to escape our judicial process. Tell Camari his message to ne, if he
really sent one, was not delivered. That'll throw the ball back to him As far
as |'mconcerned, the matter is closed. | have far nore inportant matters to
di scuss with you and Brad."

He waved his hand at Scarf.

"CGet on about your business."

As Scarf closed the door behind him Narval shifted his bul k. Placing both
hands flat on the desk he studied each ring. He glanced nonentarily at Drunmer
and fixed his eyes on Brad.

"I amnot a fool," he hissed as his features contorted into waves of quivering
fat.

"That U PS envoy had nmotives for coming to Planet Pluto far beyond delivering
a nmessage to me and getting a formal response. His timng was to be here when
Camari broadcast his appeal for his convocation with I NOR Heads of State. He
was here to assess ny reaction." Looking fromone to the other, he demanded,
"Did you hear Camari's speech?"

"Yes," from Drummer.

Brad nodded.

"Well, as ny diplomatic affairs advisor, Drumer, what did you nmake of it?"
"My feeling is that Camari is willing to nmeet us halfway to resolve

di fferences between the Regions."

"You do, eh? \What about you, Brad?"

"I"'mneither a politician nor a diplomt, M.

President. | can't see behind the words. Taken literally, | suppose, he wants
a grand party to talk things out. That m ght be fine, providing it ties in
with your plans."”

"Aha," Narval said, with a gentle slap at the desk's top

"You've hit it a lot closer than Drumrer. The question of the noment is how

m ght this so-called peace conference affect achieving nmy ultimate objective?"

"I have not been made privy to your 'ultimte objective', M. President," Brad
said. "I cannot speak to that point."

Drunmer | ooked straight at Narval, silent.
"My question, Drumer," Narval demanded, his tone inpatient.

"You shared your objectives with me in confidence, M. President. | am not at
liberty to speak on themin the presence of others wthout your perm ssion."
Narval stared long and hard at Drummer and back to Brad.

"Not yet," he said. "Meanwhile, and especially in the light of the forthconi ng



convocation, | want you, Brad, to accelerate preparing our mlitary fleet to

t ake possession of the depot and that gaggle of transport and ot her vessels
that constantly hover about. They will be the nmain bargaining chip when | give
my ultimtumto Camari."

Brad nodded, his features closed.

Drunmer | ooked dubi ous. He said, "That means we nust have the depot under our
control when you speak to President Camari."

"Sound conclusion," Narval replied caustically.
"Now, Drummer, is the time for you, ny chief diplomat, to engage in a bit of

mani pul ati on and encouragenent anong our allies -- in my name and behal f, of
cour se.
"We'|l do this one step at a tine. Prepare personal messages fromne to the

heads of | NOR governnents.

Rem nd them of our past agreements to stand together to resist incursions by
the UPS. Point out that Camari's invitation presents us with an excell ent
opportunity to exert our conbined will on this issue. Then, state ny intention
to take temporary control of the Slingshot Logistics Depot to add weight to
our persuasions. Are ny instructions clear?"

"They are, M. President."

"Good. Enphasize the need for us to act in concert to bring peace and
prosperity to the Quter Region

Lay it on thick about how we can denonstrate our unity of purpose to Camari,
and harnony among ourselves if we join forces. This shouldn't be a surprise to
them it was the purpose of the planning at the Neptune neeting. Wasn't it,
Brad?"

"I't was."

"Here, then, is nmy first objective, Drunmer. | want the | NOR warships that
were commtted at the Neptune neeting to be alongside ours to take over the
Depot .

The Depot must be ours before the conference gets under way. That is vital to
our purpose. In the nessage, say that nowis the time to strike. Insist that
they send their ships as quickly as possible to join in the operation. Also,
and be shrewd in presenting this: INOR ship comanders are to be subordinate
to and carry out the orders of the Plutonian Fleet Comrander for the duration
of this operation. Cear?"

"Clear, M. President."

Chapt er THI RTY- THREE
Narval sat hunched over as Drumer and Brad entered. He did not wait for them
to approach.

"Wl | ? Speak up, Drunmer,’

he snapped. "Don't wait for a special invitation."

"The replies to your nessage have conme in, M.
President. They are all in the affirmative. Their fleets are getting ready."

“Ah hah!"

Narval ' s head shot up, and he straightened as nuch as his deeply cushioned
chair would allow. He patted the top of his desk, and his face creased into a
broad grin, flushed with triunph. Eyes dancing fromDrumer to Brad and back
he patted the desk once nore, obviously enjoying the nmoment.

The grin quickly transforned into one of deadly cunning.

"That takes care of ny first objective," he said. "Fromhere they are both

i ndependent and i nterdependent. You rnust plan carefully and carry out ny



i nstructions wi thout deviating."

Eyes fixed on Drunmmer, he raised his jeweled hand to point at him

"I have already told you how you fit into ny plans for the future."” Turning to
Brad, "You have proven yourself a reliable and resourceful |eader, Brad.

When | have attained ny goals, you, along with Drumer, will be anply rewarded
with material wealth and positions of honor. | tell you this now because in ny
world loyalty has a price, and you are entitled to know | will pay it. How do

you stand?"
"l hear and | understand, M. President,’
"I stand with you."

Brad replied and, without a flinch,

" Cood. "

Leaning as far forward as his paunch would allow, Narval notioned Drumer and
Brad forward. They took chairs close to the desk.

"Drunmer, | appoint you Conmander of the Conbined Fleet, and I now order you
to take the objective.
Brad, | appoint you Drummer's Chief of Conmbat Operations. | will issue the

necessary orders to all Conmmanders of the Plutonian fleet and to the
Commanders of our allied forces."

Narval watched Drummer and Brad's faces as he spoke. Both returned his gaze
with grim attentive expressions.

"When you have taken the objective, only Scarf's security troops are to be
allowed to board and take stations throughout the facility. You have anot her
t ask.

"Once internal security is established, invite the ship commanders to a

cel ebrati on on your flagship.

Rej ect declinations; they must appear. Permit the celebration to go on for a
bit, then, Drummer, the bolt.

"Announce to the assenbl ed Commanders -- those of the Plutonian fleet and
those of our allies -that | have instructed you to take their oath of

al l egiance to me, Narval of Planet Pluto, and to none other. Those who refuse
are to be elimnated on the spot in plain view of the others. Those who agree
are to be placed under psychic probes, then and there, to ensure that their
oath of allegiance to me is without reservation. Any who fail to pass the test
are to join the ones that openly refused.

No second chances. Understood?"

"Under st ood, " Brad sai d.
Drunmer nodded, his face gone pale.

"Transfer contingents of Scarf's troops fromthe objective to your flagship,
several hundred if necessary, whatever nunber you need to cover the operation
Make certain that you transfer enough technicians to set up and operate the
psychic probes. If any Commanders or their staffs chose to be feisty, the
troops are your execution squads.

"The ships of those Commanders who refuse to swear allegiance to nme will be
boarded by our troops, and all resistance crushed. Subterfuge may be
necessary; do not hesitate: the end justifies the means.

Repl ace the original INOR Commanders with officers next in command; pronise
them weal th and position, use the psychic probes to verify their decisions; at
some point in the pressures that we will apply INOR officers will switch their
al | egi ance to Pl uto.

"When your takeover is conplete, the conbined INOR fleet will be under ny



control. | shall then use this power to challenge the conferees and dictate ny
terms to both the UPS and INOR s rulers.”
"Timng is of the utnost inportance," Brad refl ected.

"Exactly," Narval said sharply. "All of your plans and tinmetables nust be
synchroni zed with the actions | take at the conference."

"Any attacks on the depot will be i mediately spunnel -fl ashed by Hanno to the
U PS," Drummer said.

"I'"ve thought about that," Narval replied. "Brad, | want your man, Zolan, to
install generators and controls for an electronic barrier sunside of the

Pl anet Pluto Special Zone to keep all nessages fromthe U PS, conventional or
spunnel , from passing through. Can he do it?"

"Yes "
"Good. | will transmt a coded nessage to you frommy ship when | have the
agenda for the conference.

The nessage will tell you when to energize the barrier. | must control the

timng on this operation so precisely that the conferees have m ni mal warning
before | make ny announcenent.

Vitally inportant: the electronic barrier must go up sufficiently in advance
of launching your operations against the target so that no messages of the
attack passes through fromthe depot, the termnals site, or any U PS ships in

the area. The comm bl ackout will itself set off alarns throughout the U PS. By
then, it will be too late for themto interfere.’'

"Sounds reasonable, M. President," Brad said

"Once we get the situation under control, including lining up the Commanders

of the allied warships, we can punch a hole in the barrier just big enough to
get a flash through to you at the conference site, giving you the score."

"Excell ent, Brad, excellent."

Narval bearmed at his new Conmander of Conbat Operations and twi sted his mouth
into a mal evol ent grin.

"One change," he said, eyes on Brad. "Up to now, the objective of your
strategi c planning and tactics has been the Depot. Now here this: the Depot is
no |l onger the target. Your target is the Slingshot construction site including
the "Terminals'. You are to take control of the entire conplex and hold it as
nmy hostage. Adjust your plans, tactics and schedul es accordingly."

Chapt er THI RTY- FOUR

The air was stale in the al cove adjoining Brad' s office. Hodak and Kum ko
hovered over a console, entering and nani pul ati ng data. They conpared
conput ati ons agai nst hard print charts, entered notes in manuals and draw ngs
spread across a worktabl e, and munbl ed at each other solemmly across the space
separating them Adari studied a | arge-scale celestial navigational chart
tacked to the wall, Zolan tapped at a renote keyboard, and Myra scrutinized a
spreadsheet. Al were engrossed in their own piece of the action

Brad, entered and paused to observe them Mra glanced up, waved absently as
her eyes returned to the spreadsheet.

Weaving along the tight aisle to a chair against the far wall, Brad turned the
chair about and sat, his arnms on the upper crossbar. He drew a deep breath and
exhal ed slowy.

"Take five," he said. "Let's talk."

Zol an pressed a key to save his data, Kum ko rolled up her chart, and Hodak

put a marker in the manual
Myra and Adari's charts |lay where they were as eyes focused on Brad. The room



was cranped, space for noving about was tight.

"We have new orders," Brad said.

Zol an grunted, "Ahh, nuts," and frowned at Brad in disgust. Myra groaned and
Hodak spit a sullen blast of profanities. Adari shrugged, and Kum ko gave Brad
her sweet so-what-else-is-new snile.

Brad recounted his neeting with Narval and Drumer.

So that there would be no ni sunderstandi ngs anong them he repeated Narval's
strategy and instructions, finishing with the newtarget for the assault. The
roomwas silent.

"Now t hat we know the construction site is the target we'll use it for working
out the details for fleet integration, formation and | ogistics in place of
what we had before," Brad rasped. "Better now than after we've |aunched and

met up with our allies. Not rmuch time, though. W'll be working
round-the-clock until it's done, checked out, and space and surface Commanders
briefed."

He gave orders rapidly.

"Break out the tactical and support plans we worked up for the Conbi ned
Fleet's Order of Battle at the Neptune neeting. Myra, rework your adm n and
nmedi cal requirenents. Install two dozen psychic probes on the Dragon. W'l
need at | east that many to check out the loyalty flip-flops Narval expects
when we | ay the new target on the | NOR Conmanders, plus accepting Narval as
t heir new Suprene Commander

"Draft an order to Scarf for Narval's signature to transfer three hundred of
his shock troops fromour attack transports to the Dragon, and crank its
effects into tactics and | ogistics. Scrounge up enough certified technicians
to operate the probes.

That' Il still |eave about el even hundred troops to secure the Term nals after
we take them which should be enough. Juggle the tactics for that change. If
anyone asks, we're using Scarf's troops on the Dragon as flunkies during the
victory party.

I don't think you need nme to draw a picture of the real reason. W' ve got to
reshuffle the entire | ogistics deck. Your job, Myra. CGot it?"

Myra grunted, raised her mddle finger, then quickly realigned it with the
rest of her hand and snapped off a nechanical salute.

"CGot it," she said.

"Kum ko, the targets will cover an area much wi der and deeper than you pl anned
for in your original conmputations. Rework the conbined fleet's weapons

di sposition, analyze our firepower and orient themto the terninals' weak
points. Let's talk after we finish here and work up formation options and
vectors fromrendezvous. Cover surveillance and interdiction against potenti al
threats from U PS assets in the Special Zone; conpute tracki ng gui dance for
each type of weapon installed on Plutonian ships, and update target displays
for our launchers and guns should it get to that.

| especially want you to analyze the conmbined fleet's Order of Battle to
identify our potential vulnerabilities and how an eneny force m ght exploit
them Provide ne with a detail ed docunment in a capsule so | can use it on the
Dragon. "

Brad turned to face Hodak.

"Re- exam ne emergency mai ntenance in this new arena. Qur ships will be nmuch
further from home base than when the depot was the objective. W can't afford



any ships dropping out of the line for repairs.

"Adari, got a big one for you. The other INOR ships will still rendezvous with
the Plutonian fleet at Point |carus, halfway between the depot and the
Slingshot work site. Work out the nav for our fleet to the rendezvous; design

formati ons, convergence and other vectors that'll keep the ships out of each
other's way. Enploy Order of Battle options to lay out the nav for each ship
of the conbined fleet fromPoint Icarus to target. Kunmiko and | will be

wor ki ng on tac-options and we'll get themto you as soon as they're ready.
"This applies to all: conmpute, coordinate and comrit resources to inplenent
our new orders. K

Get going."

Brad nptioned Zol an and Hodak cl oser.

"I"'mputting a fast utility under your command, Zol an. Your nunber one job is
to build, harnonize, test and whatever else it takes to create a

conmuni cations interference generator. Canouflage and position it between the
Pl anet Pluto Special Zone and all sunside comm boosters, both spunnel and
conventional. Set it up to activate by renote.

The screen nust have enough spread to block all messages, incomng and

out goi ng from Pl anet Pluto, the conbined fleet, plus the depot area and the
Slingshot term nals. Exception: Narval wants us to flash hima nessage as soon
as we've taken the objective and turned the ships' Comranders. Fix the
barricade so that we can shoot a one-time flash-spunnel nessage through to
him d ear?"

"Cl ear. Wen?"

"Now. I'Il go with you to the tunnel where the generators are stored to make
sure we select the best of the Iot. Hodak, you cone with us to give 'ema
condition check. W can't afford chances with this equi pnent."”

#it

Narval removed the tiny ear piece through which he had listened to Brad give
his orders, snmled with satisfaction, and pressed a button along the edge of
hi s desk.

"Scarf out there?"
"Yes, M. President."

“In."

Scarf sidled in and stood deferentially at the entry.

"Don't just stand there, you idiot," Narval snapped. "Get up here where | can
talk to you."

Scarf hastened forward and halted a couple of neters fromthe desk. He held
his helmet in one hand and saluted with the other

"Here are ny orders to you for while |I'm gone.

Doubl e the guards on Planet Pluto's spunnel transnmitter. No Pl utonian

conmuni cations are to be permitted to destinations outside the Special Zone.
One exception: 1've given Drumrer orders that when he completes the tasks 1've
assigned him he is to send a flash nessage to ne at the conference site.
Assign reliable technicians to open the spunnel center for only that one

out goi ng nessage. "

"Yes, sir.



"Figure out some way to be aboard the Dragon during the operation. Wtch
Drunmer; | still don't trust him If he tries to undermine ny authority while
' maway, shoot him"

"I't'"ll be a pleasure, sir. What about Brad and his buddi es?"

"If they resist my orders, kill them If it does get to that, send ne a
spunnel flash after you've done it. If you do kill Drumrer and Brad, assune
control of the conbined fleet and the Term nal s.

If that's not possible, blast the termnals out of the sky."

Chapter THI RTY-FI VE
Zol an wal ked into Brad's office and dropped into a chair, clearly exhausted.

"How d it go?"
"Coupl e of dozen screen generators in position sunside," Zolan hefted a small,
flat control in his hand as he spoke, then tossed it on the desk.

"The energizer," he said quietly.

Brad turned the control in his hands as he exam ned each safety |ock. He
slipped the control into a pocket.

"Narval |eaves for the conference in a few hours,"
whi sper. He could not hide his deep sadness.

he said, alnbost in a

They rose and wal ked together toward the door
Wt hout speaking, Zolan |left and di sappeared around a bend in the corridor

The hour of Narval's departure brought a whirl of excitement to Coldfield. The
transit strip fromthe official residence to the President's air |ock had been
st opped, scrubbed cl ean, and a padded chair installed on it for Narval's
confort.

Narval boarded the strip, acconpanied by his personal guards. The guards took
protective positions ahead, behind, and along the strip's edges, conpletely
surrounding their | eader. The strip began to nove and mai ntained a sl ow,
steady pace until Narval was abreast the air lock; it came to a snooth stop
The air | ock had been decorated with flags and bunting; a red carpet extended
fromthe strip to the air |ock. Narval swept in and passed through the inner
conpart ment.

The Revenge, Narval's |uxurious spunnel yacht was nmpored to pyl ons above the
air lock. The yacht's commander, Captain Ras Handia, stood stiffly at the head
of aline of ship's officers inside its portal

A set of taut, parallel cables rose fromthe air lock to the ship. Fastened to
the cables at the surface, Narval's personal red and black lift capsule was
ready to transfer himaloft w thout the inconvenience of donning a space suit.
Narval entered the lift with an officer who dogged the doors and flashed the
ready signal

"Up, easy," the ship's captain ordered.

The Iift rose slowy until it reached the Revenge's portal. An articul ated
crane grasped the cabin gently, drew it inboard along sl ackened cabl es and
lowered it to a nmobile platform Suited technicians dashed forward to

di sengage the cables, and the capsul e was pushed i nside.

Narval safely aboard, space tugs encircled the Revenge and took positions
along its hull.

Mag- beans fl ashed across. The Revenge di sengaged fromthe nooring tower and
drifted off. The tugs nudged it along to a hundred kay above the done, cut



their nmass-attractors and the ship disappeared into the node of the Pl anet
Pl ut o Spunnel

Narval was off to his destiny.

#it

Zol an stood anong a throng of space-suited citizens bel ow t he Revenge, from
where he watched it ascend and nove off. Mnutes later, none but Zol an

remai ned.

Aware of his awesonme responsibility, a sense of serenity in the power of his
wi || suffused Zol an's being. He had been faithful to the science and art of
hi s chosen profession, and his devotion to the Sentinels' mssion had enriched
his harmony with all about him It had conme to this.

Tilting his head back in the clear plastic helnmet of his suit, Zolan watched
t he Revenge enter the spunnel node. He lost interest and headed for a space
taxi .

A i mbi ng aboard, he punched in his identifier code and the coordinates for a
tunnel warehouse fifty kay distant where he had a clearance on file. The taxi
digested the data, reported to its master control inside Coldfield, and

recei ved the required permission. The taxi rose briskly in a tight turn and
accel erated toward a range of low hills.

Qut of sight beyond a hillock, Zolan reached into the circuitry behind the

i nstrument panel, manipul ated connections, and punched in new coordinates. The
taxi paused and aligned to the new course, Zolan's hands on its manua
controls.

The advance notification to control center was inoperative.

Charon grew in size up ahead as the taxi approached. Zol an stabilized the
flitter to hover stationary barely a nmeter above the frozen net hane.

As he di senmbarked, Zol an reached behind the instrunment panel and readjusting
the circuits.

Transm ssions fromthe taxi's conmputer woul d soon resunme and indicate a
routine return fromthe previously entered destination. Zolan watched the taxi
out of sight.

The distant tiny sphere that formed the solar Sun was a wonder to behold

agai nst the bl ack vel vet sky and the clusters of distant gal axies. He absorbed
once nmore the splendor of the planets in their graceful courses around the
giver of life. He recalled and visualized each planet, natural and artificial
satellite and space station out to the Guardians. He had roaned anong them
all; they were the only hone he had known.

A sense of weariness seened to overpower him he could not delay. He searched
the heavens for a star with which to orient hinmself. Finding it, he faced the
direction wherein lay the secret spunnel booster through which he would send
hi s message.

Ram woul d know how it had conme, what it nmeant, and what it had cost.

Zol an cl eansed his mnd, except for the message.

He cl osed his eyes and the strength of his concentration brought on trance. A
tiny glow, deeply enbedded in his subconscious, rmushrooned into a pul sing
network of charged filaments. His arns and | egs throbbed, and the pain of
furies cut through his torpor and slowy drained himof life force. In
mlliseconds, his face shrunk and seaned, and his body collapsed in on itself.
The filaments in Zolan's brain crackled and snapped. Hi s brain expl oded inside
his skull as the message burst out.

The rigid suit held his body erect, arns extended toward the Sun



Standing on the stark and lifeless plain Rams state-of-the-art nodification
to Zolan's brain and m nd had completed its task

Chapter THI RTY-SI X

Ram Xi ndral , representing the UPS, met with | NOR s advance team on Guardi an
Station 16 to plan protocols and |ogistics for the upcom ng convocati on.

Pl anet Pluto had not sent an em ssary.

Agreenents were quickly concluded and the diplomatic cadre took over to
prepare an agenda for the neeting' s substance.

Spunnel channel s flashed coded nessages to honme governnments in the Quter

Regi on, reported on probl ems encountered and the options avail abl e.
Instructions flashed back, rarely agreeing with offered solutions, nore often
i nsi sting on new approaches that in turn becane the subjects of |engthy

di scourse. When an issue was considered sufficiently clarified for the
convocation and reported to the seats of U PS and I NOR Governnents, it was

al nost invariably reopened as an extension of still another issue. This went
on and on.

Eventual | y, an agenda of sorts was fashioned to guide the discussions. It
limted itself to an agreenent, in principle, which identified the paranount

i ssues of urgent and general concern

The prelimnaries over, the advance teans departed for hone.

A fleet of UPS transports escorted by Space Guard entered the Great Space

t hat separated the Guardi an and Jovian orbits. Haul ed al ong by a network of
mag- beans converging froma score of space tugs cane the Conference Di sk, two
hectometers in dianmeter and a decaneter thick at its hub

At the agreed upon coordinates the Di sk slowed and stabilized. The escorts
drew back, clustered and waited.

Docki ng slips scalloped the Disk's rim each with its own hoists, articul ated
and flex-unbilicals, power junctions, and docking, |aunch and mai nt enance
support facilities. Emergency, fire-fighting, rescue, and ned-evac craft
dotted the upper and | ower surfaces. Anchored, they were ready to service
spacecraft or launch instantly to where they m ght be needed.

Ram and his U PS technicians, adm nistrators and security specialists boarded
the Disk froma utility transport. A INOR team entered through another portal
Mermbers of each team serving a Chief of State inspected the suites assigned to
their nation's conferees, made changes to nmeet personal or cultural needs and,
when satisfied, installed the schedul ed occupant's accouternents and trappi ngs
of Ofice.

Engi neers and technici ans swarned throughout the berths and mporing docks,

i nspecting and testing equi pment and procedures to accommodate their Leader's
vessel, and for routine support and emnergencies should such arise. They
conduct ed or observed ship handling tests and space rescue capabilities.
Finally, the administrators and technicians agreed the facility was ready. The
Joint UPS-INOR Security Team seal ed the Disk's portals and posted their
guards in arned capsules around the rimand on the Disk's gently curved
sur f aces.

They wait ed.

Chapt er THI RTY- SEVEN

Drunmer and Brad wal ked the corridor |leading to the Dragon's bridge. The
battle cruiser, aligned with its sisters in countdown on catapults in

galleries and tunnels across Planet Pluto, was mnutes fromlaunch to Point
| car us.



Acconpani ed by a party of officers, Brad had conpleted the final formal

i nspection and sign-off of the Plutonian warships commtted to the operation.
Myra, Hodak, Adari and Kumi ko had trailed along as specialists, respectfully
respondi ng to techni cal questions tossed at themby the official inspection

party.

The Sentinels took Zolan's death hard, aware but unable to share their grief
with words that m ght be overheard by their enenmy. They were in a sonber nood
difficult to hide, and Kum ko's eyes were red-rimred. She spoke little.

Movi ng from one tunnel and gallery hangar to another, the inspection team had
checked the readi ness of command and control, function systems, weapons

readi ness, logistic support and all that bore on their mssion. Openly

ent husi astic and congratulatory to ships' crews on what he observed, Brad was
inwardly appalled at the strength of Narval's fleet. Conmbined with the | NOR
forces coming to join themat Point Icarus, the slimforces that the U PS

mai ntai ned in the Plutonian Special Zone faced an overwhel mi ng adversary.

At the compani onway to the command deck, Brad deferred to Drumer. Drunmer
acknow edged the courtesy with a slight smle and nod. They ascended, and Brad
cl osed the door.

Drunmer strode to the forward bul khead, paused, and drew a small device from
hi s pocket. He noved casual |y about the conpartnment, neanwhile reading the
device's indicators. Brad watched himin silence. After two full turns Drunmer
pocket ed the device and faced Brad.

"Routine precautions,"” Drunmer said with a shrug.

"This deck compartnment is free of both sight and sound bugs. How did the

i nspection go? Are we prepared and on schedul e?"

"A few glitches here and there, but nothing serious. |'ve instituted
corrective actions, and we'll be ready."

Drunmer nodded uneasily. Brad waited. Drummer's next words came with awkward
hesi tati on.

"Ah -- when Narval gave us his final orders, |
-- ah -- sensed, correct nme if |I'mwong, sone m sgivings on your part."

"M sgi vi ngs? What do you mean?"

"Before we proceed, | must have your word that whatever we discuss here wll
be held by you in the strictest confidence. Have | your word?"

Brad stared | ong and hard at Drumer. He thought back to Scarf's accusations
and threats preceding the fight in the Charnel Pit. Did Drumer really support
Narval ? What was Drummer's real objective?

Time was short; yet Brad had to be certain.

"You have ny word."

"Now respond to ny first statenent.”

"Affirmative."

Drunmer gave a heavy sigh and notioned Brad to a bench al ong a bul khead. They
sat and stared at the bul khead opposite.

"How far will you go to take the Term nal s?"

Drunmmer asked.

"Destructivel y?"

"Yes."



"You're in command of the conbined fleet, Drummer.
You tell me."

A deep silence settled between them Drumrer brought his eyes around to where
he coul d observe Brad's profile. H s breath becane shall ow

"What | now say to you, Brad, puts ny life in your hands, but say it | nust."
He paused, as if to gather strength and conviction, and to organize his

t houghts. "I believe that Narval is deranged. He would rather see the Sol ar
System s civilization's grovel in the dust than have them advance, even
survive, without himas their ruler.”

"Are you suggesting he be stopped?"

"He nust be."

" How?"

"I hoped you woul d know. "

"Me? Wy ne?"

"You' ve becone the authority on the capabilities and tactics of this
operation. The Plutonian mlitary Commanders respect you as a | eader and as a
prof essional, as do the Commanders of the ships soon to join us. Need | say
nor e?"

Brad turned to face Drunmer.

"How far do you conmt yoursel f?"

"Wy life."

"It will take that, and nore."

"What do you nean?"

"Betrayal strips men of -- | believe the word is -honor. Wuld you accept
being a traitor to President Narval ?"

"If it will bring an end to this madness."
"Are you willing to follow nmy orders -- without question?"

"To what purpose?"
"Your words: the end of this nmadness."

"Define your terms, man. Tell me in your words, not mne, to what end | conmt
nmy life, and as you put it, my honor."

"Confusion and disruption throughout the conbined fleet, destruction of

Pl ut oni an war shi ps and, possibly, those of all INOR, no assault on the
Terminals and, ultimately, renoval of Narval from any position of authority in
the Quter Region."

Drumrer nodded sl owy.

"I commit nyself to that purpose. And yoursel f?"

"Commtted. "



A knock on the door. The crewran peered in.

"Comm center has a classified Category One spunnel nessage for you, Admira
Drunmer, " he said.

"It's in the President's personal code, sir, to which only you have the keys.
Have | your permission to pick up the nessage and bring it to you?"

"Never mind," Drumrer replied. "We' re headi ng back under the done. |'Il get
it."

#it

Drunmer read again the nmessage he had decoded and handed it to Brad who

qui ckly scanned and silently returned it. Drumrer glanced at the nmessage again
and placed it slowy in the mddl e of his desk. The comunicati on bore the

di spatch synbol s of the Revenge within the past hour. The text was brief:

"Narval to Drumer. W have |eft the spunnel node nearest the conference site,
now two hours distant.

Your | aunch at target must be consistent with the conference schedul e just
provided to nme by the Conference Controller

"Based on conference agenda and schedule | order you to energize the

conmuni cations barrier imrediately upon recei pt of this nmessage.

Further, | order you to have allegiance sworn to me by Commanders of all |NOR
ships' officers and the Director of the Slingshot Construction Site not nore
than four hours follow ng receipt this nmessage. Spunnel flash to ne through
the barrier 'mind only' inmmediately upon taking the objective.

Spunnel flash inmediately to me your understanding of this order."

Chapt er THI RTY- El GAT

The soft clicks of sw tches opening and closing and the soft thunks of |evers
ramred home were the only sounds on the Dragon's command deck as Drummer and
Brad clinbed the conpani onway.

Captai n Hyk, standing on the bridge platformabove the command deck, took them
in with a quick glance, nodded, and continued about his business directing and
observing the Dragon entering |aunch

Brad foll owed Drumrer to a conputer in a tiny alcove on a bal cony above the
plotting table. They swung seats out fromunder the table on which the console
rested, sat, and Brad entered his DNA I D and password. He followed wth
instructions that brought a series of real-tine graphics across the nonitor

Selecting first one, then another, the two nmen studied the displays, as they
poi nted and comrented on their observations. Drunmmrer straightened.

"Recap, Brad," he ordered.

Brad tapped keys and the screen listed each Plutonian ship in the Assault
Force and its Conmmander in one columm and the readi ness |level for launch in
t he ot her.

Brad pointed at the highlighted "Fl eet readiness 92 percent."

"Allies?"

"Made the trip fromhonme stations al ong diverse routes and under detection
wraps. They're inside the commbarrier an hour from Point |carus.

It'Il take us that long to |aunch, formup, do the distance, and position
ourselves to receive them"

A crewman's head appeared at the head of the conpani onway, | ooked about and
fi xed on Drunmer.

"Call fromsecurity up at the tunnel entrance, sir.



Visitor to see you."

"Wio is it?"

"Maj or Scarf, sir. Says he has urgent business to discuss with you."

Drunmer and Brad exchanged gl ances. Hyk inmmedi ately gave his full attention to
his nonitor's screen

Drunmer knew that neither he nor Hyk could refuse Scarf's request to cone
aboard. He addressed Hyk.

"Any obj ections, Har?"

"None, Admiral."
"Very well," Drumrer gl anced toward the nessenger
"Escort Major Scarf to nmy quarters.”

#it
The conpartment was small, not built for confort.
Scarf's massive frame crowded the space.

"I"'mcomng along." Scarf's tone was brusque.

"The hell you are." Drumrer's was equally blunt.

Brad eyed Scarf. "Your job is on the surface," he said. "Wat purpose can you
serve by taggi ng al ong?"

Scarf | ooked fromDrunmmer to Brad and back, not sure whom he shoul d address.
He chose Drummer.

"Coldfield and the surroundi ng areas are under full control of ny security
forces. I've left nmy deputy in charge, and he can contact me w thin seconds
shoul d that be necessary. Wth Narval away and us here, there's not nuch goi ng
on in the Conmand Section."

Scarf tapped Drummer's chest with his forefinger
"you've got nore'n a thousand of my best troops for occupation duty on the

Terminals. They're mine and |I' mgonna | ead them when they go into action. |'m
nmoving in over ny on-site troop commander, that's all. What's nore, |

under st and you' ve reassigned some of ny troops to this wagon. That's fine with
me. I'Il just nmove in with them and assune direct conmand until they're back

with the main group.
Entirely proper for me to do this as chief of their Service."

Brad thrust his hands into his pockets to hide the fists they had formed. His
m nd worked furiously on the new threat.

"Qur plans are conplete, Scarf," he said. "If you remain, we expect you to
follow orders fromthe Fleet Commander."

Scarf, sure of his victory, showed his pleasure.

"Sure, sure," he said, a grin creasing his face, waving the proviso away with
t he back of his hand. "Anything the boss says. It's your show | understand."”
Taking Drummer's sil ence as acqui escence, Scarf pivoted in the small space and
squeezed out of the conpartment. He barked at the guard to escort himto the
of ficer-in-charge of the troop detachnent.

Drunmer issued the |aunch order. One follow ng the other, the warships
catapulted off of their launch tracks, rose swiftly into space, and fornmed up
behi nd m ne sweepers Scanp, Varlet and Scal awag.

The battle cruisers Dragon and Tiger, guarded by destroyer screens and support
shi ps, turned toward Point |carus.

Three mllion kay ahead, the Slingshot termi nals appeared as just another



unblinking light in a runnel of nulticolored jewels.

Sl i ngshot had al ways been real to Brad; in the deepening crisis for
humanki nd' s survival its purpose was profound. It had been so to himas far
back as he coul d renmenber

Brad keyed the Slingshot conplex closer on a nearby conputer screen. Cenerally
famliar with the schematics of the Slingshot stations, he was overwhel ned by
the two enornmous cones and their peripherals, which configured the Term nal s’
hoppers. Each terminal, alnost three kay across its base, forned an intricate
maze of interlocked spars, beams, panels, conduit and nodul es.

The Slingshot stations were centers of activity.

I nside and out, the work areas were crowded. In all directions were massive
and intricate fusion generators, transformers and power distribution systens;
dozens of spherical, rectangular and cylindrical workshops and clusters of
habitat, first aid stations, transports and tugs and barges pushing, pulling,
warping and traversing. It was a picture of enormous structures and nodul es
spread across the visible space ahead. The scene was geonetric,

mul tidi mensi onal, and seeningly chaotic.

Separated from each other by nore than a hundred kay of open space, the

Term nal schematic expanded rapidly on the Dragon's screens as the fleet
narrowed the gap. At Point Icarus the Slingshot construction site filled nore
than half the view tanks space.

Brad and Drummer wat ched as changes occurred hastily throughout the Ternmni nal s’
space. Lights dimed or blacked out entirely; others increased intensity.
Three destroyers darted through the protective force field' s gates, depl oyed,
and took defensive positions. A mne-layer advanced, cane about and laid a
pattern of tac-nuclear eggs.

The Pl utoni an Assault Force had been quickly detected. Their intentions

obvi ous, Slingshot's managers prepared as best they could to defend

t hensel ves. Scores of transports were lined up to escape through the gateway;
t hose that had reached the outside |unbered away toward deep space.

Chapter THI RTY- NI NE

SOLAR LEADERS ARRI VE FOR CONFERENCE
TRANS- SOLAR NEWS SERVI CE

FOR | MVEDI ATE RELEASE

FLASH: SYSTEMt W DE

Filed at Sol ar Conference Site

The Leaders of the United Inner Planetary System (U PS) and the | ndependent
Nations of the Quter Region (INOR) are at the place they selected to resolve
urgent Sol ar System probl ens of nutual concern. Here's how t he arrangenents
wor ked out .

Consi stent with the schedule, the I NOR guests flashed their internationa
identification and ship nunbers to the Conference Control Center to report
that they had formally arrived in response to President Camari's invitation

Concurrently, at a signal fromthe UPS President's ship Eagle, the station
flashed an array of nulticol ored beacons. Docking berths al ong the Conference
Site's rimopened and controllers transnmtted "Ready" signals to the visiting
flagships. Tugs, utilities, and energency craft took their stations.

The U PS Eagl e nosed forward and matched its headi ngs and nmonents to the Di sk.
Mass attractors took over, fine-tuned the alignnment and drift, and gently drew
the Eagle a third its length into the dock. Moring beans grasped the vesse
and it was transfixed. A red and white candy-striped unbilical snaked out from
t he dock and seal ed agai nst the Eagle's main portal



Eagl e, the host, had docked.

Turning to the guests, the "Ready" signals flashed again. Taking the |ead,

Pl anet Pluto's Revenge matched up and was drawn into its docki ng space.

The others followed. The disk was transfornmed into a multi-spoke whee
spinning slowy agai nst the backdrop of sun, planets, satellites, space

col oni es and stars.

The unbilicals' seals tested and secure, the Heads of State di senbarked, each
foll owed by an entourage of advisors, diplomats, strategists, econom sts,

i nterplanetary | aw specialists, sociologists, philosophers, and others expert
in the disciplines appropriate to the agenda.

The parties wal ked al ong separate corridors fromtheir docking berth to an
arched entry into the conference theater at the hub. The pseudo-gravity plates
had been eased to a confortable level for the inhabitants of the Quter Region
The representatives of Earth wore soft enhancer boots to conpensate.

The central hall was huge, and the round table at its center w de enough to
accommopdate them all.

Massi ve chairs were at the table, and behind each a row of smaller chairs to
accommodat e the | essors.

A hol ovi ew t ank, suspended hal fway to the overhead, gl owed softly. The walls
were festooned with the enblens and insignia of all Nations in attendance.
Arriving under the arch, the Leaders paused.

Presi dent Camari stepped away fromhis chair, his open arns an invitation to
all to enter and join himat the table.

Enteri ng and approaching the table, the Leaders turned to right and left to
greet each other.

Formality aside for the noment, they expressed their pleasure at seeing one
anot her again, or in neeting for the first tinme. They came together at the
table and formed small groups.

Camari and Narval took each other's neasure as they worked their way forward.
Camari, as host, paused at each knot or singular neeting to shake hands and
express his pleasure to each Head of State for accepting his invitation
Politicians all, suprene diplomts of the Solar Comunity, they accommodat ed
to the occasion and replied in kind.

Camari and Narval cane face to face. Silence gripped the room

"Greetings, President Narval," Camari said, "your presence at this conference
will contribute nuch to its success.”
"Greeting to you, President Camari. | feel certain that it will."

"I rem nd you, President Narval, these are indeed desperate timnes.

Extraordi nary neasures are essential if we are to preserve our civilizations,
per haps our species. Separately or collectively, we rmust be prepared to take
ri sks for our survival

Do you agree?"

"Not only do | agree, M. President, but | shall rem nd you of your words as
we proceed through these deliberations.™

"So be it."

Camari nodded and turned away. Wth everyone's eyes on him he strode to his
pl ace at the table, spread his arnms again wide in wel come, and sat.

Greetings over, the Solar Systenis |eaders took their places at the great
table. Their advisors entered and took seats behind them

The first convocation for the survival of the entire Solar Comrunity was under
way.



Chapter FORTY

Captain Hyk strode the bridge inpatiently.
"Point lcarus in ten mnutes," he reported to Drumer and Brad as they entered
the tight conmpartnent. "The Jovians and Saturnians are com ng up fast, and the
Nept une- Uranus teamis cl ose behind. O ders?"

"You'll get yours with the rest, Har," Drunmer's tone reflected his tension.
He turned to Brad.

"Brad, | wish to address the Conmanders of all Plutonian ships. Set up cl osed
conmuni cat i ons, please."

"Yes, sir."

Brad strode to the console he and Drunmer had used to assess the fleet's
status a short while before.

He detached a nicrophone fromthe bul khead nearby, keyed the conputer, and

spoke.

"Attention, all ship Conmanders of the Plutonian Assault Force. Rig for secure
' Commanders Only' conmuni cations with Admiral Drumer. The Admiral wll speak
in one minute. Countdown -- start now. "

He handed the nmike to Drunmmer. The first of many uncertain steps would now be
t aken.
Drunmer gl anced at the ship's chrononeter, then at Captain Hyk.

Ti me.

"Ship commanders, Admiral Drumrer here. Qur allies are approaching in
formation and they will link up with us in seven m nutes at Point |carus.

W nust greet them properly. | order the Plutonian formation to cone about

i mediately fromits head-on orientation to the Term nals and cluster to face
our allies. Do it now At Point Icarus | will address the conbined fleet."
Drunmer paused, then added, "I amturning over the details of this change in
formation to ny Chief of Conbat Operations. Follow his instructions w thout
hesitation."

Drunmer handed the microphone to Brad and stepped back. Brad rattled off the
revised orientations and positions, ship by ship listed in the Order of
Battle. Both he and Drummer watched the effects in the observation pit's view
t ank.

As Brad spoke the close order of the original formation dissolved and opened.
The maneuver was extrenely conplex, but within mnutes the ships had cone
about in a ragged formation to face their oncoming allies.

Qut of the corners of his eyes Brad observed Hyk input orders to the Dragon's
gui dance control and navigation centers. Hyk glared at Drunmer as if the man
was out of his mind. Brad expected the other Commanders to be equally

per pl exed and angered by the unexpected reorientation.

Drunmer, by his order without prior notice and pl anning, had conpletely

di srupted the Plutonian tactical formation. Valuable tinme would be spent to
sort out the confusion and array for the assault.

#it

Captai n Yargoul, Commander of the Jovian Combined Strike Team stood on the
bridge of the Battle Cruiser Wndstormand scow ed into his view tank.

The unconventional redepl oyment of the Plutonian Assault Force amazed and

appal l ed him

"What in hell are they doing?" Yargoul pointed at the tank as his Executive



stared aghast over his shoul der.

"Damed if | can tell, Captain Yargoul,'
called for in the rendezvous plan."

replied his deputy. "This isn't

"I don't like it. Get nav on this right now and pass the word to our ships
Conmmanders. Assume a waiting formation ten thousand kay fromthe rendezvous.
Get the Conmanders of the Saturnian and Neptune-Uranus teans into a closed
conference call with me. I'mgoing to suggest they do the sane until we find
out what this is all about."”

"They snell the rat,"” Brad thought as he watched the oncoming fleets slowy
alter their formations.

He hastily left the command deck

Wal king swiftly along a passageway he passed Hodak at a wor kbench calibrating
i nstruments as cover.

Their eyes net and Brad noved on. Hodak switched off his test panels and
headed toward a si de passageway.

Myra, checking nmedical supplies in a wall cabinet, glanced at Hodak's features
as he brushed by. His grunt caused her to close the cabinet and wal k off.

Kum ko and Adari woul d soon have the message.

#it

The storage conpartnment was tiny, barely enough to hold them

"Drumrer will be talking to all ships' Commanders in the combined fleet in
less than a mnute,” Brad told them "I want to be there when he does so that
| can deal with their reactions. Also, Hyk is a problem | expect they'll al

| ine up against us, including the Plutonian crews. The best we can hope for is
a short delay while they argue among thenmselves. It's up to the five of us;
six, really, if I can count on Drunmer."

Brad | ooked fromone tense face to the other.

"Hodak, your first job is Scarf. As soon as he hears Drumrer he'll cone
charging up with his goons to take over the ship. Stop him™"

"Kumi ko, to the ship's fire controls. Do as nuch damage there as you can
wi t hout bei ng det ect ed.

| want as many as possible of the Dragon's |ong-range guns inoperative."

He turned to Myra.

"Suit up and head for the hangar deck where the two-place fighter-bonbers are
in position for launch. Tell the officer-in-charge | sent you to check conbat
readi ness. | want three two-place jobs up front on catapults, fully charged
and armed, hot and ready for launch. The officer on duty is sure to ask why
it's you that's giving the orders.

Just say that the fighters are going after the Term nals' mnelayers and
destroyers that just popped out through the force field s gate. Tell himlI'm

briefing the pilots personally and will send you along as ny observer. He
won't like it, but | doubt that he'll interfere.”
"Cot it."

"Remain on the flight deck, Myra. Myve around and spot where each guard is
stationed. When you see us coming, start to take them down. Pinpoint their
positions to us as we cone in so we can clean themall out fast. Confusion in
t he ranks works to our advantage."

Turning to Adari, he asked, "Did you put it together?"



"Yes."

"Come with me back to the bridge. I'lIl brief you on the way."
H s | ook took themall in.
"Gt her round -- close."

Speaki ng rapidly, not wasting words, Brad shared information that Ram passed
to himbefore his departure.

"A UPS battle fleet should be | oadi ng about now i nto an expanded spunne

gateway off Luna. They'll be here shortly. If Drumrer doesn't neutralize the
INOR fleet, the job will be taken on by the U PS.
But they'll need tine to re-group as they enter this arena. Qur job is to keep

the INOR fl eet off balance until ours is ready.
"Everyone is to be suited-up and checked out for extended conbat. Except for
Myra, spread along the corridor as close to the Flight Deck hatch as you can

wi thout drawing attention. Keep a low profile and wait for ny signal. | expect
Drunmer will be with me and we'll all go in together. Go now. "
#it

Drunmer's voi ce was heard throughout the conbined fleet. His tone was grave.
"This is Admiral Drumrer. My words are, first, for Commanders of this comnbined
fleet. Beyond that, | speak to all ships' crews and troops who make up this
task force, and for all men and women within reach of ny voice, whatever your
nationality or whonever your | eader

"We are confronted with a dilema. The m ssion assigned to this fleet is to
capture the Slingshot Terminals. Slingshot and all that it represents will

t hen becone hostage to the negotiations now taking place between I NOR and t he
United I nner Planetary System

"I'f denying the U PS access to their Termnals for a brief period was the rea
objective, | would have no qualns in moving forward. But the orders given to
me by President Narval go nuch further, and | must share themw th you so that
you wi Il understand what we face."

Captain Hyk's eyes narrowed and he took steps toward Drummer. Brad, standing
silently behind Hyk, covered the distance to the door he had cl osed when he
returned to the command deck. He shoved the | ocking dog closed. Turning back
hi s hand brushed his sidearm releasing the safety. Hyk halted several paces
from Drummer, who ignhored him

"Wth heavy heart, | must now informyou that President Narval has a deeper
strategy,"” Drunmer continued, "one that presents a clear and present danger to
all nations and peoples of INOR and perhaps to the entire Solar Comunity. |
state it as sinply as | can: Narval's strategy is betrayal ."

The way back had cl osed; Drunmer plunged ahead.

"Here are the orders given to nme by our President.

Judge their purpose and their honor for yourselves.

First, to capture and hold the Termnals. As soon as the Termi nals are taken
and secured, | amunder orders to subvert all ships' Conmmanders of our allies
so that they swear allegiance only to Narval. Those who refuse, under psychic
probe verification, are to be killed on the spot.

"If this is done, Narval will have consolidated enough mlitary power to

dom nate the entire Quter Region. Wen his positionis firm his strategy is
to use Slingshot to force the UPS to its knees, and establish hinself as
ruler over the entire Solar System These are the real objectives of President
Narval of Planet Pluto. If we follow his orders, have no doubt that he will
attain his diabolic objectives.

"I refuse to conply with those orders. | urge all Commanders of |NOR ships and



forces to return to their hone stations and report to their Heads of State who
are now attendi ng the Sol ar Convocation

Establ i sh boards of inquiry, or conduct such investigations as you fee
appropriate. But do not proceed with this adventure concocted in the nind of a
madman. |t means disaster for us all.

"I am now opening this channel for replies fromthe Senior Comranders of the
conbi ned fleet."

Chapt er FORTY- ONE

Captain Yargoul's face, inflamed with rage, flashed on the screen

"By what right do you take this on yourself, Drunmer?" he expl oded.

"I choose to be a free nan, Captain Yargoul, and have spoken as one."

"I don't believe President Narval gave you orders to turn us agai nst our own
Governments. " Yargoul's eyes glittered his suspicion. "Wat's your gane,

Dr unmer ?"

"Those were indeed the orders given to ne by Narval. As for ny 'gane', as you
put it, it is, first, to take Planet Pluto out fromunder tyranny; and second,
to bring reason to the negotiati ons now taki ng place between I NOR and t he

U PS. You cannot help me with the first, but you and all honorable citizens of
the I NOR federation share in the obligation to help with the second. Wth whom
do you stand, Captain Yargoul ?"

"I stand against you, Drumer, and | charge you with treason agai nst your
Government and disloyalty to our cause. You are not fit to lead this fleet.

As ranking officer next in line I now challenge your right to act as Suprene
Conmander of this Conbined Fleet. | hereby replace you in that capacity and
assune command."” His voice rang with the power of his new authority.

"Captain Hyk, take Admiral Drummrer into custody.

If he resists, shoot him"

Drunmer switched of f the conmmuni cations console and turned to face Hyk.

"And you, Har, you're a Plutonian and shoul d understand, better than nost
where the real treachery lies. You ve seen Narval's psychic probes placed on
board and nust have suspected what they and Scarf's troops aboard nust mnean.
Thi nk, man.

Tell me | can count on you."

"I"'man officer in the service of President Narval," Hyk grow ed, "and

remain loyal to him

| accept that Captain Yargoul has replaced you as Supreme Commander of the
Conbi ned Fleet. The Plutonian forces in this conbined fleet now cone under ny
conmmand. Drunmer; | place you under arrest. If you resist | won't hesitate to
shoot you down where you are."

Hyk drew his weapon and ainmed it at Drunmer.
"Easy does it, Har."

Brad spoke from where he stood off to the side.

Hyk shifted his focus and saw the weapon raised in Brad's grip. Reacting
instinctively, he crouched and swng toward Brad, the nozzle of his gun
flaring. A tight beam | aced across Hyk's chest, and he crunpled to the deck
Brad slipped his gun back into its sheath.

Captai n Yargoul's commandi ng voice bl asted fromthe ship's | oudspeakers,
addressing the fleet.

"Al'l ships' Commanders. You've heard and witnessed Adniral Drummer's
treasonous statenments. | am conpelled, by circunstances, to assume command of
the Conbined Fleet. You will follow ny orders;

| order that any conmander or crew nenber who refuses to recogni ze ny
authority is to be disarmed, and inprisoned. Those who resist will be shot

i medi at el y.

"The target stands: we will nove on the Slingshot Terminals and take them |



order the fleet to array itself for the assault. Unfortunately, Drummer has
sabot aged our rendezvous, and we nust reconstitute the assault formation. My
chief navigator will issue sector orientation and vectors to each ship in the
fleet so that we can formup for conbat operations. Follow his orders without
guestion. "

As Yargoul spoke Brad released the clip securing the door and yanked it open
Adari rushed in and darted to the comuni cati ons console, drawi ng a conm
capsul e fromher tunic. She slipped the capsule into the computer slot,

sl apped swi tches and pressed keys. She | ooked at Brad. He nodded.

Adari pressed the final key. A light flashed red; the nessage on the capsule
went out to the fleet.

A deep voice issued fromthe ship's speakers:

"This is Captain Yargoul's chief navigator," it began

"Here are the formation positions for each ship in our Order of Battle. Use as
your reference Annex X-ray to the Slingshot Assault Plan. Conply imediately
upon recei pt of your ship's new coordinates. Jovian Battle Cruiser Boul der and
destroyer screen to Sector Al pha, coordinates R784-212-426; Saturnian Battle
Crui ser Encounter and destroyer screen to Sector Gamma, coordinates

R784- 856-275; Plutonian Battle Cruisers Dragon and Tiger and screen to Sector
Beta, coordinates..."

Adari grinned at Drumrer who was staring at her

"Lucked out," she said. "Yargoul brought his chief navigator along to Brad's
pl anni ng neeting off Neptune. H's voice was on our tapes, and easy to

synt hesi ze. Even Yargoul himself won't know the difference. The capsule is
transmitting orders to each ship of the fleet to nove to new coordinates in a
t hree-di mensional tract. This redeploynent will get themso screwed up it'll
take "ema while to even figure out which way is sunside."

"But how did you know events woul d devel op just this way?"

Adari w nked; tapped her tenple with her forefinger

"Just put nyself in their place, and figured the options,
to Brad.

"Do you have all the data on where you've sent then?" Brad asked

she said and turned

Adari patted her pocket and nodded.
"Figured we'd need the information. Run a copy for each fighter. Meet us on
the flight deck."

Drunmer snatched up Hyk's weapon as he followed Adari who raced out of the
bri dge conpartnent.

Brad notioned Drunmer to join Adari

Brad foll owed and pulled the door closed behind him He drew his sidearm
narrowed the beamto its mninumand its power to maxi mum He directed the
beaminto the space between the door and the frane.

Wthin seconds the door had fused shut. The Dragon's bridge, at |east for the
nonment, was i sol at ed.

##

Hodak crouched behind a nassive generator at the bend of an L-shaped corridor
The rapid-fire beamrifle in his hands was energi zed and safety off.

The passageway had a single entry to the bay in which Scarf and his troops
were quartered. Hodak had a free field of fire. He did not expect a long wait.
Drunmer's appeal to the fleet commanders cut into the talk and | aughter
rolling down the corridor.

Drunmer' s openi ng words brought conplete silence.

Long before it ended Hodak heard shouts and curses fromthe bay. Scarf's heavy
voi ce rose above the clanor, giving orders. Hodak drew breath, raised and



| evel ed t he weapon. He hoped Scarf would come out first; that would sinmplify
his job.

Scarf did not. Instead, arned troops spilled fromthe bay, crowding the
passageway. Scarf followed, his coarse features congested.

"There's five of "em plus Drumrer," he shout ed.
"Search the ship. You know who they are. Shoot 'emon sight. | want them
dead. "

Hodak tried to draw a bead on Scarf but troopers blocked the line of fire.
Several started in his direction. He cut a swath through them searching for
Scarf.

The first streaks of concentrated energy w ought havoc in the forward ranks.
The stench of burning flesh cane at himwith a rush, and the corridor
reverberated with how s and screeches of agony.

Unawar e of what they were up against, the troops milled about in confusion
They cl awed at each other in panic to get back into the bay and out of the
line of fire. Scarf was somewhere in the struggle.

The tiny receiver in Hodak's ear cane alive.

"Sentinels. Flight deck. Now "

Hodak directed a final lengthy barrage of rifle bursts at the entry. Mlten
nmet al and sparks bounced off the frames in all directions, followed by screans
and shrieks frominside the compartnent.

"Unfini shed business,"” Hodak muttered as he turned and raced off.

Chapt er FORTY- TWD

The watch was changing on the flight deck. Up ahead Brad saw three guards and
two technicians entering to take their posts; nonents |ater an equal nunber
cane out and di sappeared down a conpani onway.

Ship's crew stroll ed the passageways and on business in and out of nmaintenance
shops, or engrossed in discussions with compani ons about Drunmer's appeal

Few noticed Brad or his conpanions; those who did gave them a passing gl ance
and noved on.

The ship was preparing for action, and arned, suited-up crews were to be
expect ed.

Brad signal ed a pause. Adari, in flight gear as the others were, joined them
and stood with Kum ko | aughi ng and tal ki ng through open visi-pl ates.

Hodak, agai nst a bul khead, held a mai ntenance nanual, slowy flipping pages,
apparently readi ng.

Brad and Drummer noved short distances along the corridor, seemngly in

t hought ful conversati on.

The scene reflected routine.

The traffic thinned nonentarily. Brad | ooked quickly along the corridor and
noti oned. They converged toward the compani onway | eading to the flight deck

Brad entered first, followed by Hodak, Adari, Drumrer and Kumi ko. |nside,
Kum ko swung the hatch shut and dogged it.

Myra, pressed into a corner against the far bul khead by the Chief of the

Fl ight Deck, snmiled up at him eyes wide. Big and chunky, he talked fast,
trying to convince her of sonething that he obviously believed was good for
both of them

Seeing Brad appear at the head of the conpani onway, Myra pushed the hul k away
wi th one hand and drew her weapon with the other. Before he knew what was
happeni ng, the fleshy man with the high hopes was flat on the deck, out of it.



St oopi ng and pointing, Myra circled toward Brad.

"Two, there, rifles.” In another direction. "One, on the catwalk, rifle." Over
her shoulder. "Two in the control room sidearnms, but they may have rifles
stashed close by. Fighters on the cats, ready to go but still on control room
switches. "

Brad snapped out orders.

"Hodak and Kum ko, control room Switch the fighters to self-launch. Adari
the guy on the catwal k. Myra and Drunmer, suit up and into the first ship."
Hodak and Kumi ko charged into the control room before Brad finished speaking.
Red and orange flashes and a clatter erupted through the doorway, followed by
sil ence. Hodak and Kumi ko tore out, bent low, splitting to right and left.
They carried rifles raised into firing position

Adari, eyes and gun elevated, skirted the fighters.

"What the hell's goin' on down there?" The shout came froma guard on a
bal cony above. "Who're you guys?"

That's all it took. Shots foll owed each other closely. The guard fell slowy
in the ship's light pseudo-gravity.

Hodak ran to join Brad. Kum ko headed for the fighters to switch the
catapults' activators to internal controls, armand charge the guns, and
insert into each ship's conputer the capsul es Adari had passed to her

A guard darted by Brad and took cover behind a |line of massive consoles. A
succession of rifle blasts cracked through the air cl ose above Brad.
Crouching, he raised his weapon and fired. The guards would be difficult to
get at.

"Down, Brad, flat."

Hodak' s hoarse whi sper carried fromtwo neters behind Brad. As he ducked a
soft swi shing sound sliced above his head. dints of light sparkled froma
curved, shiny object. Seconds |ater, the boonerang returned, wetly red.

"Go, Brad."
Hodak wi ped and col | apsed the boonerang and slipped it into a sheath al ong the
thi gh of his space suit.

Mot i oni ng Hodak forward to clinb into the nearest fighter, Brad foll owed. The
others, already in place, were racing through their checklists.
Brad began his preflight as he switched his conmto '

on .

"Myra, Drunmer, do you read?"

"Loud and cl ear.
"Adari - Kum ko?"

"Ri ght."
"Kumi ko, did you fix our inter-ship commthe way Zolan told you to?"

"Fi xed. They'll have to search and anal yze dozens of scranble channels to find
and fix on ours. W have a private and novi ng channel . "

"OK. Check suits. Batten down and seal up. Now hear this."

Brad stroked control panel keys, switches and | evers as he tal ked.

"Call signs: Hodak and | are One; Adari and Kum ko, you're Two, and Myra and



Drunmer, Three. The job is to keep 'em confused and stumnbling over each ot her
for as long as we can, and hope for the best. The capsule Adari slipped into
your conputer has the coordinates and formati on we hope they've assuned.

By now they're well into the faked redepl oynment.

W're dealing in seconds, mnutes if we're |ucky.

"The depl oynment we triggered concentrates themin three sectors: Al pha, Beta,
Ganma. Hodak and | will take Al pha, Adari and Kum ko, you've got Beta; Mra
and Drunmer to Gamma. Your sector coordinates are in the capsule; use standard
locks to interface the coordinates with your ship's flight controls. Go for
conmand decks, weapons control centers, thrusters or other vitals where
disabling is money. Try for battle cruisers, but don't ignore other targets of
opportunity. Keep your explosive deconpressors and | aser-quads at nax. Talk as
you work so we all know what's happeni ng. Go."

The signals fromBrad' s control panel had their effect. The rushing sound of
escaping air told themthe huge portal was opening. Wthin seconds the
battlefield stretched before them

Brad hit the catapult rel ease. The ship lunged forward. As it cleared the

flight deck, Brad maxed the thrusters. Hodak gl anced back over his shoul der
"Two and Three are clear," he announced.
The three fighters skewed sharply toward their assigned sectors.

"Two tal king. Battle Cruiser Intruder coning up
Range: 2500 K. Destroyer screen not tight enough
Ex-deconp at max. Range: 2000 -- 1000 -- 400. Three second burst. On target,
but about 50 neters aft the bridge. Gotta go around for another try, dammt.

"Back at 900 -- 500. Incoming |aser-quads. 300.
Two second burst and breaking port. Wat do you see, Adari?"

"Made it this time, kiddo. Bridge collapsed. But nove this baby's tail. | can
al nost feel their heat."”

"Three to One. Skip to Channel C for a sec and you'll hear Scarf. They nust
have cl eared the Dragon's bridge. He's giving orders to the P-fleet to line up
for a hit at the Term nals. Looks |like he wants a kind word fromhis boss. I'm
headi ng back to the Dragon.

"Dragon conming up. Range: 1700 K. Spotted us.

Have incoming. You didn't down all their guns, Kum ko

Lousy shooters, though. At 1400 -- 700 -- 300.

Deconmp on sustained -- Five second burst. Passing over. What's the word,
Myra?"

"Their stern sucked a lenmon. Totaled. Hold it. Fighter catapulted off the
flight deck. It's closing with a Dragon screen destroyer. Get back to 'Channe
C, it my be Scarf talking."

He was.

"Maj or Scarf to Destroyer Viper. |I'mconi ng aboard and taking command of the
Pl anet Pluto Assault Force. Notify all Plutonian units to be ready to attack
the Terminals and inflict maxi mum damage.

Those orders cone directly from Presi dent Narval

"Il lay out the attack formation as soon as |'m aboard."

"Two to One. Hear that? The fighter has matched up and | see Scarf in
transfer."”

A nmonentary sil ence.
"Comin' round the bend and linin'" up. They see us and know we ain't their
| overs. Destroyer had to stabilize to bring Scarf aboard; now they're



hustlin'. I'lIl give 'emthe nose deconps, as we slip under. 500 kay -- 350 --
deconps on -- goin' under."
"Bl owout -- they're gone. Hey, Hodak, takes care of your buddy."

"He was no buddy of mne. OK, Two. Move it, Brad."

Brad searched for the Wndstorm Yargoul's battle cruiser, now the conbi ned
fleet's flagship. Two and Three had scored hits in the tight field,
significantly dimnishing the fleet's capabilities.

If the Wndstorm could be taken out, or even damaged, the eneny fleet's
conmand- and- control woul d be seriously degraded.

Two destroyers converged on Brad from 11l and 1 o' clock. Brad switched to their
channel

Brad reacted instinctively. Hs feet slamed footpads as his arnms and hands
yanked and tw sted the other controls. The sensitive fighter corkscrewed and
hurtl ed away just as |aser-quad beanms from both destroyers crossed where he
had been a fraction of a second before. Jiggling reversers and thrusters, he
space-skidded into a tight half circle and dived under the closest ship.
Killer beams tracked himbut the arc couldn't catch up

Passi ng under, Hodak cut | oose with his |aser-quads, raking laterally across
the destroyer's underside. At the close range the danage was devastating. The
destroyer split apart along the shock line with a silent, flan ng expl osion

Brad spun the ship about and fired the bow expl osi ve deconpressor at the other
destroyer. The destroyer crunpled into a twi sted mass of netal

Veering off, Brad searched his instrunments for signs of battle cruisers.
Hoping for a lead, he flipped the switch to Channel C and caught the tail end
of a transmission: "...eneny formation is now changi ng course to close with
us. They are centered on coordi nates H010 and V210. Distance: 5 point

2 mllion kilometers, closing fast. Tracking, and will report. This is

Li eut enant Asto, Conmander of Titan Patroller Goup. Qut."

Brad felt a surge of elation. Drunmer reached across the intervening space and
pounded his shoulder. Was it possibl e? The next voice on Channel C dispelled
hi s doubts.

"This is Fleet Commander Yargoul to all Conmanders of the | NOR Conmbi ned Fl eet.
U PS battle fleet has just enmerged from behind a conm screen sunsi de of Pl anet
Pluto. The screen was erected to keep the Logistics Depot and the Slingshot
work site fromconmmunicating with their governnent during this operation
Unfortunately, it also kept us from nessages di spatched by our own
headquarters.

The U PS fleet is still out of range, but closing fast. Al | NOR ships
accelerate transition into battle formati ons and stations. Point for
convergence i s coordinate H010-V210. Attention: Conmander of Pl utonian
Destroyer Group Two. Have one of your squadrons remain in this sector and to
take out the interceptors that have been harassing our fleet and then catch up
with us. CQut."

Chapt er FORTY- THREE

"One to Two and Three."

Brad quickly briefed the Sentinels on the transm ssions. It brought a grunt
from Hodak, a sigh of relief from Mra, a squeal of delight from Kum ko, and a
sarcastic "Wll, it's about tinme," from Adari

"Brad." It was Drunmer's voice

"Yes?"



"This conversation confirms feelings |I've had since we joined forces agai nst
Narval, but 1'd like to ask the question neverthel ess.”

"No need to, Drummer. | was going to tell you at the first opportunity after
you made your appeal to the ships' Commanders. Your feelings were right: we're
all nenmbers of a UPS teamsent to Planet Pluto to keep Narval, and anyone
else, frominterfering with Slingshot. Qur job is far fromfinished."

Drumrer | apsed into silence.
"Shoul dn't we give our side a rundown on what's happeni ng?" Mra asked.
"To do that we'd have to use unsecured channels,"

Brad replied.

"As soon as we do that we're in the open. Yargoul will get a fix on us, and
pick us off with their |ong-range particle beamers. R ght now we're specks in
a crowded and still disorganized field, and that's our only protection. These

fighters are Plutonian, and that's part of our cover."

"Well, look," Adari sounded frustrated. "W' ve been carrying the ball for
quite a spell. Qur folks are here and ready to take over. W know where
they're at; let's give "emour report in person

Then, maybe, | can wash ny hair. | feel a ness.”

"This fleet still has a helluva Iot of firepower left." Hodak's voice was grim

and brusque. "W're right anong 'em W're 'point' for our side."

"You're right," Brad said. "Qur job has changed: we're eyes and ears for our
peopl e, even while we're running interference. It's not over for us until the
fleets are within range of each other, and then we'd damm wel|l better be out
of the way."

He paused to scan the arena, and added: "I1'll break into 'clear' in two
mnutes to give our people a sitrep. Don't waste tine on the I NOR squadron
they're |l eaving behind to get us off their back

Head for the UPS fleet in two mnutes. Hold outside of their perinmeter unti

| find out what they need fromus. If you run into Yargoul's fleet along the
way, shoot first."

"Three to One. Comin' up on a cruiser. The protective screen on this one is
tightenin' up and it'll be a hard nut to crack. Got ne a tail-end charlie

m nesweeper. |I'Il give it a try. At 1300 kay -- 800 -- 400. Two seconds burst
right up the thrusters. Gone. They've marked us. W got |aser-quads inconing
Into e-e-e-v-a-a-sive. Man, this baby's got speed. Qut of it. OK One and
Three. They're organi zed again and sure as hell know we're jabbin' at 'em
Ain't gonna be easy to get outta here."

"Two here. | hear you, Three. CGot a couple of destroyers off my starboard bow
Comi ng around for a nose job. W're marked. Got incoming, lots of it. At 1200
-- 800 -- 300. Two sec..."

Si | ence
"One to Two. Conme in."

Si |l ence
A guttural how of anguish tore through Brad's earphone. Mra.
"I'"m headi ng over, Brad," she screaned, her voice hoarse and breaking.

Brad didn't stop her, nor did he want to.

The battle cruiser Wndstorm surrounded by its destroyer screen, was in
sight. Brad wei ghed his chances on getting close enough for an effective shot.
Studyi ng the scene, Brad did not, at first, see the gray sphere separate from
t he W ndstorm and pl unge ahead. Hodak did, paled, and pointed wordl essly.



Brad stared at the sphere. His heart pounded.

The W ndstorm had | aunched a gui ded fusion warhead.

The target was obvious.

Brad knew the warhead's capabilities fromthe Neptune briefings. The Wndstorm
carried a K12, a fifteen meter-di aneter warhead capabl e of destroying a
natural minor satellite or a | arge popul ated col ony. The bonb's nass was such
that a heavy cruiser could carry no nore than one. One was all that would be
needed to decide the battle.

The fireball had a two thousand-kay radius, and the piggybacked neutronic

di spenser, once the cloud was rel eased by the detonation, would inflict

radi ati on death t hroughout tens of thousands of kay in all directions.

The U PS fleet faced annihilation, as did Slingshot.

Brad reacted instinctively. He jerked his ship around and punped nax thrust
after the speedi ng war head.

A second |l ater his mnd snapped back fromits nomentary panic.

"One to Three." He recounted the facts. "If Two has survivors get them on
board, or lash themto the sides, or whatever makes sense. Then catch up with
us at max and give us a hand.

"These war heads are coated against detection in the old stealth style. |'ve
got to warn our fleet what's com ng so they can go evasive as nmuch as they
can. Qur fleet's break fromcourse or formation will nmess up any tactics they

have in mnd. They won't have tine to formup even if they do escape the bl ast
and radiation zones. Firing at the warhead won't hel p, even at close range.
It's wapped in so nany | ayers of armor even particl e-beaners can't penetrate,
so | don't know what our expl osive deconpressors and | aser-quads can do. But
we've got to try."

##

Two was a twisted, gray mass in a slow tunble when Three drew close. Mra
reduced power in her ship's magnetic beans and directed themat the weck
until it stabilized. She maneuvered until the ships touched. The beans hel d.
Myra pushed the canopy cl ear, clinbed out, and craw ed forward. She grasped a
jagged projection on the weck, swing aboard, and stared into what had been
the control pit. She turned away and returned to her ship w thout | ooking at
Drunmer. Laser quads left little organic residue.

##

Brad switched to standard communi cati ons channels and keyed in his identity.
In a noment they were switched to a channel closed to outsiders.

"Sentinel One to UPS Fl eet Comm Center.

Acknow edge. "

The reply was swift.

"UPS Commto Sentinel One. W read."

"Sentinel One. Flash I'mediate. Must talk to Fleet Commander. Fleet in extrene
and i nmedi at e danger.

Now, partner, now. "

"Selvin here."

"Sentinel One. Eneny Battle Cruiser Wndstormhas | aunched a K12 fusion

war head. | do not question the warhead' s vector; expect that its mass
attractors and proximty fuses are set to your fleet's coordi nates.



"I am overtaking the warhead and will try to neutralize. Forcing a change in
war head direction with nmy ship is not possible; the warhead' s nass and

gui dance system exceeds by far any pressure ny fighter can exert. Suggest you
consi der evasive action; will advise further if neutralization acconplished."

The warni ng had been given. There was no tinme for tal k. The warhead was |ess
than a hundred neters ahead, and cl osing.

Drunmer tapped Brad on the shoul der and poi nt ed.

Two was coni ng up.

Col d sweat drenched Brad's forehead and drained into his eyes. He blinked,
shook his head to clear his vision, and increased airflowin his suit.

"Brad," Myra's voice, fast. "Can we detonate it with our guns from here? At
this extremely close range the concentrations of |aser-quads and expl osive
deconpress energy by both of us at a single point night disable sone part of
the warhead or set it off."

"I't would take too nmuch tine to cut through. 1've got another idea. If it
doesn't work, we won't have enough time to try anything el se. Hodak, take the
controls and get the ship as close to the bonb as you can, go for less than a
meter fromthe warhead's surface. Hold and orbit slowy, nose close to the
war head so that | can scope the surface. I'll tell you when to stop. Mra,
keep cl ose above in ny line-of-sight. Hodak, strap on your tool kit."

Hodak maneuvered the ship close and set a pattern that covered the sphere

nmet hodi cal | y. Brad opened the canopy, and directed the ship's beacon at the
bl and, gray surface. Seconds passed; the bonmb's gray coati ng was unbroken. O
was it?

"Stop," Brad ordered.

He pointed to a barely visible circular crack half a meter across.

"Myra. Get closer. Use your attractors to stabilize and hold position. Gve ne
a hand, Hodak."

Brad clinbed over the side. The |light gravity-enhancer soles of his space
boots provi ded barely enough adherence to the warhead' s surface.

Sliding, he nmade his way to the finely marked circle, Hodak cl ose behind.
"Access to the calibration cavity," Brad said as he stooped, shed his outer

gl ove, and felt around the mating edge. "The bonb has to have a place to
insert fuse and trajectory data and fine tune the initial settings. The well
is closed with a plug as thick as the arnor, and it's rotated into place. The
plug's outer coating is the same conposition as on the rest of the casing. Cut
a radial slot along the edge of the cover. W'll push to rotate the cover
counter-clockwise; it'll take both of us to work it |oose."

"Why not cut out the entire plug?"

"Too nuch tine. The shell is too thick."

Hodak grunted, withdrew a cutting tool fromhis kit and after nuch effort
formed a shallow, slanted groove in the well cover. A heavy netal pry bar cane
next. Squatting, he forced the flat end into the notch and pushed. The energy
to push forced his body in the opposite direction.

"C oser, Myra."
At armis length, and the ship imobilized by its nmags, Hodak braced his back
agai nst the fuselage and tried again. He felt the bar bottomin the notch

Brad squatted besi de Hodak and, using the fighter's mass to steady thensel ves,
t hey pushed. The pressure scraped the plug's surface, but remain fast. They
made a fresh cut, braced thensel ves, and pushed, sweat pouring fromtheir



faces. Very slowy, the plug gave way, eventually the surface rose slightly
above the warhead's surface. More cuts, and a finger hold. The plug rose a bit
nore. It seemed nminutes before their hands could grasp it firmy.

They unscrewed the plug. It drifted away.

"When Ram had our skulls cramred with all that raw data | thought this was

gar bage we'd never have to use,"” Brad said. "I think a lot differently now.
Myra, hold the mags tight and be ready to break away as soon as | give you the
word. "

Lying on his side directly above the opening he inserted his arm and shoul der
into the well as far as he could. Inside the cavity he | ocated knobs and
keypads by touch. At random Brad twirled the knobs, pressed the keys, and
opened and cl osed switches. After a brief wait, he tore several wre
connections | oose.

"Wirking in the dark like this has di sadvantages,” he grunted.

Wthdrawing his armhe slipped his outer glove back on. Hastily they clinbed
back aboard their fighter

"Go! Myra. Go!"
Both craft whirled away.

"The war head's conputer assessed and integrated my randominputs,” Brad said.
"The solution should change its flight path or, for all we know, reset the
switches for the proximty fuses so that our ships' nmass and proximty sets
the bonmb of f.

Let's get as far away as we can before it all comes together and whatever's
goi ng to happen happens.”

The two fighters headed toward the U PS fleet.

Barely beyond the fatal radiation zone the now di stant warhead detonated. The
fireball |ooked as huge as the Sun from Venus.

Brad opened the comuni cati ons channel

"Sentinel One to UPS Fleet Comm Center. W' re approaching in two Pl utonian
fighters fromthe direction of the blast. Be ready to receive; we're coning
i n. Acknow edge."

Chapt er FORTY- FOUR

The opposing fleets maneuvered warily. It was too late for either side to
safely fire | ong-range thernmonucl ear warheads. The battlefield would be a
tight arena.

Brad and Hodak matched up to Admiral Selvin's flagship Ruthless. Wthout
altering formation the Ruthl ess extended a nmag- beam and drew the fighters
quickly to the flight deck one follow ng the other

Wasting no time on boarding formalities, Brad notioned his colleagues to
follow as an escort led themat a run to the conmand deck. Selvin was waiting
impatiently. A debriefing officer took Hodak in tow, and an another escorted
Drumrer to the VIP | ounge.

At a sign fromBrad, Myra trailed after him

The fleet command center was fifteen nmeters across and ten deep. View tanks,
consol es and di spl ays al ong the bul kheads gl owed and portrayed the

mul ti di mensi onal battle zone, updates on readiness of the fleet and whatever
had been considered relevant in defeating the enemy. Specialists and back-up
techni ci ans studi ed di spl ays, recapped real tine data, checked results and
sent themon in an ongoi ng process. The place humed with nmuted voi ces and the
al nrost silent clicks of an organi zed combat ops center.



Selvin waved Brad to join himat a plotting table.

A gl obe-shaped vi ew tank, suspended cl ose overhead displ ayed the

t hree-di nensi onal battle zone. The command center's comuni cator hovered cl ose
to Selvin, his head encased in a helnet linked to all ships in the U PS fleet,
fl eet headquarters on Earth, and the conference site. A hard-copy dispatch
renote on a shoul der harness extended forward wai st-high

Selvin hastily exchanged handshakes with Brad and Myra. Brad tal ked fast
pointing to the capsule Myra held in her hand. Listening, Selvin's Executive
signal ed the communi cator to open the secure link to Commanders on all ships
inthe fleet. A nod fromthe grizzled Fleet Commander and Myra inserted the
capsule into a slot on the view tank's base.

The Exec notioned the battle staff to observe and listen. Taking turns, Brad
and Myra reeled off details on the eneny fleet's new Order of Battle.

Brad pointed to |l ocations in the view tank, suggesting potential U PS tactical
options to exploit the eneny's vulnerabilities. He added how Captain Yargoul
m ght respond, and how the U PS fl eet might use themto advantage.

As Brad spoke, a mcrophone picked up his words and fed theminto the computer
to bring current the fleet's, now by-passed database. Selvin and his staff,
even as they listened to Brad, observed the effects on the plotting screen. A
superseding fleet tactical formation spread before them

There was no time for discussion; the opposing fleets were too close. Selvin,
eyes on the tank and plot, took over and spun out orders to his ships
Commander s.

"Your view tank has a copy of what | have here," he said. "The eneny fleet is
down to four battle cruisers, sixteen destroyers, three fighter-bonbers,
seventeen fighters, four gunboats, and three attack transports with troops
aboard, plus a tagal ong pack of arned support ships.

"Consi der the destroyers are in their best screening positions. We are totally
committed.

Launch fighters as soon as the INOR fleet is in optimumrange. Target
priorities are cruisers, destroyers and gunships. Take the offense i mediately
agai nst all eneny ships that penetrate our outer defenses.

"Avoid contact with transports or support ships.

If an enemy vessel is disabled, engage in rescue if your situation pernits;
especially should they retire fromthe arena and present no hazard to the
Slingshot construction site. In such circunstances, do not pursue. If they do
begin to approach the Termi nals, pursue at nmax and take them out. Keep the
construction site command center informed so that they can take defensive
actions.

"Engage the eneny. Attack. Attack. Attack."
#it

The 1 NOR Commanders facing Captain Yargoul on his view screen appeared

appr ehensi ve. They had not closed with the eneny fleet yet |ost two cruisers,
three destroyers and a dozen fighters. The thernonucl ear warhead | aunched at
the enemny fleet had been faulty or sabotaged into premature detonation. They
had taken savage bl ows.

Captain Yargoul rallied his forces.

"The battle has just begun," he exhorted his listeners. "Qur surveillance of
the enemy fleet shows we are in a strong position. Formup for penetrating the
eneny fleet. Destroyers tighten screens. As soon as the enemy gets within
range | aunch fighter-bonbers and fighters. Qunships and attack patrollers take



the point. Attack. Now. "

Opti mum range was closing for particle beaners.

Fi ght er - bober s, gunshi ps and patroller-fighters fromeach side sped and
dodged toward firing points.

A Jovi an fighter-bonber plunged through a gap in the U PS shield and canme at
the bridge of the U PS cruiser Inplacable. Arrayed to fire for effect the

| mpl acabl e cut | oose with successive volleys of its forward | aser-quads. From
a turret above the cruiser's upper structures a nolecular disrupter flashed a
cascade of energy that coal esced into tw sting, jagged bolts. The
fighter-bomber dissolved as its guns fired a short burst.

Fragments caroomed off its target's hull.

Two t housands kil onmeters distant, a Titanian gunboat evaded the U PS defensive
screen and slashed in at Selvin's Ruthless. The flagship's guns set up a

wi thering fire, but couldn't match the lightning speed of the cl osing gunboat.
A raking | aser-doubl es knifed through the Ruthless am dships, opening ten
meters of hull. The vacuum of space sucked at storage bays, shops and
war dr oons; dozens of bodies floated through the rupture. The gunboat, caught
in a crossfire of |aser-quads, exploded silently.

The Ruthless' internal safety doors had sl ammed shut i mediately, isolating
t he damaged bays and conpartnments

Suddenly, the main bodies of the two fleets were within range of each other's
heavy weapons. A tangled circus of cruisers, destroyers, gunships and fighters
careened through space, sweeping the battle arena with their guns. Battle
craft, fromboth sides, blossomed into clouds of weckage, shards and debris
in the first mnutes of conbat.

More heavily armed, the INOR forces were neverthel ess at a di sadvantage. The
fleet had not conpletely recovered fromthe disruptive effects of the
haphazard redepl oynent that Adari had contrived.

Drunmer and Brad had deserted them Hyk and the Dragon were gone. The | NOR
forces | acked cohesion

Captai n Yargoul had barely assuned comrand of the conbined fleet and needed to
assess the situation

There was no time for that. They were face to face with a powerful adversary
who had appeared w t hout warning. An easy victory had become a struggle for
survi val

Two U PS destroyers nmade a run at the Jovian crui ser Boul der. Four

expl osi ve- deconpressors cut | oose sinultaneously at the cruiser, striking her
am dshi ps. A succession of explosions wacked the ship, hurling debris and
bodies in all directions.

The ship rolled and yawed wildly out of control

The U PS destroyers cut away.

The Rut hl ess' damage assessnents flashed to the bridge and the ship's
Conmander inforned the fleet comand deck

"We've still got full power and nmpst of our guns are operative," Selvin
announced to his staff after a brief study of the report. "Wth another of
their cruisers gone the big ships have evened out, but they' ve still got the

edge in destroyers. W've..."

"Fi ght er - bonber | ocked on to enemy cruiser Encounter." The communicator's

voi ce cut in over the |oudspeaker.

"Put himon," Selvin ordered.



The pilot's voice filled the room |ow and tense.
"...3000 kay starboard. Destroyer screen at 2000, kinda |oose. Going in. Have
incomng, lots of it.

In evasive. I'mhit, but I'mthrough. 700. Mre incom ng. Bridge in sights.
Three seconds burst -a hit. I'"mout of control. Encounter dead ahead..
gonna. .."

Si | ence

Selvin turned away to hide the pain in his eyes at still another death.

"Cruisers three to two, in our favor.'
at the battle nonitor.

"New bal |l game."

Brad pointed, drawing Selvin's eyes to the constantly changing plotting table
and vi ew t ank.

An officer called out fromhis position

The di spl ays showed t he struggle had becone a series of separate skirm shes
spread across a mllion kay in all directions. Fighter-bonbers and fighters
wi t hout a nother ship, and destroyers that had |lost their cruisers ranged the
battlefield singly and in pairs, searching out and attacking the eneny.

Not visible to the naked eye through the swarm of space debris around them
the view tank's sensors discrimnated agai nst displaying the | acework of
crossi ng beans from |l aser-quads, explosive deconpressors, nolecul ar

di srupters, and here and there, a cruiser's particle beaner.

Admiral Selvin stared at the tank
"Does he realize what he's doing?" He whispered

The Jovi an heavy cruiser Wndstormand its screen of destroyers had changed
direction about twenty-five thousand kay distant and headed straight at the
U PS fleet; the Jovian light cruiser Assault and its escorts |lined up behind.
The U PS crui sers Ruthless, Avenger and | nplacable were broadside to the
oncom ng eneny line. Most of the gun ports for the Wndstorn s and the
Assault's nmost powerful |ong range weapons were al ong their broadsi des and out
of position for returning fire at the U PS battle fleet. Jovian vessels of al
types that came within range of U PS weapons woul d be overwhel ned by U PS
concentrated broadsi des.

The Wndstorm s escorts would not have the range until the two fleets were

cl oser.

"They' ve inadvertently naneuvered thensel ves into an ancient sea battle
formation," Selvin said.

"I't was once known as 'crossing the T'. They intended to cut straight through
our defenses to optim ze their broadsides but instead they opened thensel ves
to ours. That's how the ganme is played. | have no choice, but |I have to act
qui ckly."

Selvin's battle conputer counted down the eneny's distance and fl ashed
estimates on when the eneny |line would be optimally exposed to particle beam
vol | eys.

"Cruisers: ready your particle beaners,"” Selvin conmanded, "sustained fire as

soon as you have the range."

Morments after he spoke, the Admiral's order transformed into action. Abruptly,
the gun circuits snapped shut. Lights dimed and the Ruthless throbbed as the
beamers sucked up nassive ampunts of energy. The Avenger and the |nplacable
joined in.

I ndicators swng wildly. The technicians watched the dials and verified that a



stream of highly charged, invisible particles had erupted fromthe beaner
tubes. The lights returned to nornmal, and the throbbing tapered off.

The bolts struck the leading I NOR warship full Iength frombowto stern, and
noved on the second in line as soon as it canme into range. The I NOR battle
crui sers shuddered, smitten as by a giant hamer. Their hulls collapsed and

t he ships exploded into enornous, silent fireballs.

Destroyers and support ships in close screens were caught in the blasts and
shattered.

The INOR fleet's will to continue the battle was gone; they had disintegrated
as a fighting force.

The battle ground to a halt. Wiat was |left of the I NOR armada wit hdrew beyond
the reach of the UPS fleet's | ong-range weapons, careful to denonstrate that
their retreat was in a direction away fromthe Slingshot Termnals. It was
just as well, lines of U PS destroyers and gunships had fornmed up as a shield
between the work sites and any potential attacker fromthe residue of the I NOR
Conbi ned Fl eet .

The arena quieted. U PS search, rescue and nedical craft searched the area
mar ki ng wrecks of both sides with electronic signals, collecting the dead and
treating the wounded.

Conmuni cations |ines opened between the fleets.

Admiral Selvin requested the I NOR commanders to order a stand down from al
weapons. All Plutonian Assault Force vessels were ordered to formup and
prepare for boarders.

Brad and Selvin stood in a corner of the conmand deck, heads close. Brad drew
an object froma pocket as he spoke: the control for the commrunications
barrier Zolan had erected.

Selvin, hand to chin, stared at the device, listening. He pointed to it, and
then in the direction of the conpani onway.

"Notify Camari," he said. "Now "
Brad nodded and raced away.
Chapt er FORTY- Fl VE

Camari's inpassive gaze roaned the faces of the Solar Systenis | eaders at the
conference table. The discussions had quickly degenerated into an open clash
of wills between Canmari and Narval. The other I NOR Chiefs of State sat back to
enj oy the contest, posing occasional questions to Camari or Narval, or to
both. Al knew they were in a waiting gane.

Camari went al ong, drawi ng Narval out. Each was eager for a nessage fromthe
Pl anet Pluto Special Zone that would present a newreality and the defining
course for the conference.

Narval realized that he was being goaded by his INOR allies to exacerbate the
confrontation between the Regions. Noting the tinme, he decided to drop the
first bonbshell.

"W have been called together to prepare a course for the future,” he runbl ed,
| ooki ng about with scorn. "Yet we of INOR sit here and qui bbl e anong

oursel ves, lacking a unified will to confront the UPS directly and conpel
themto respect our denmands. The circunstances of the times call for the raw
strength of an iron fist, not for a press of beggars with outstretched,

pl eadi ng pal ns. "

"I take exception," President Straber of Titan | eaned forward and waggl ed his
finger at Narval

"We are a confederation of nation-states. Are you suggesting that we abdicate
our sovereignty to a single authority? If we were to do that we face the sane



chaos that preceded the separation of the Regions. W of Titan would find that
intolerable."”

Narval seized the noment to pave the way for the suprene power he felt would
soon be his.

The nessage from Drunmer would surely come within mnutes.

"The old United Planetary System from whi ch we broke away," he countered, "was
based on so-call ed denocratic principles and due process. The United Pl anetary
System fell apart. The fragmented, international order that replaced it, this
grot esque arrangenent of nation-states, is equally ineffective and therefore
obsol ete. Qur system of authority and governance must be rai sed above the
antiquated, interm nable rules of the desperate bickering we now w tness here
at play anong us.

I will personally inpose such changes."

"Through tyranny?" Camari's words were dry as the desert wi nds of Mars.
Narval 's eyes narrowed to slits of hatred as he glared at Camari. Damm, where
was Drummer's nessage?

Camari continued in the sane tone, confronting Narval directly, "I voice the
pr of ound hopes of the peoples of our diverse cultures, and yet, of our common
species, that your threat is nothing but idle chatter."

He turned his head to right and left, taking in the others at the table.

"What say you, leaders of INOR to this threat froma crimnal |et |oose anbong
us fromcCallisto? WIl you yield to Narval your constitutional rights and
authority so that he personally assunes the power to dictate to your nation
and to your people?

"I, for one, reject his proposal with contenpt and declare, here and now, that
the UPS will fight to the death any attenpt by Narval to inmpose his will on
the United Inner Planetary Systemor, for that matter, on any nation in the
Sol ar System"

Around the table, and in the seats beyond, a shocked silence fell. They were

i ndeed cyni cal and sel f-seeking politicians, and devi ous ploys were their
stock in trade for getting and hol di ng power.

Narval 's past was well known to themall. H s words were a direct challenge to
their positions, their regimes, and their lives. Faces clouded, they appeared
overcome by the realization that Narval's capture of the Term nals was nerely
one part of a far greater conspiracy to destroy their sovereignty.

Advi sors | eaned forward to whisper to their Masters. Suspicious glances were
cast at Narval who responded with a | ook of nobcking anmusenent.

"This is all without significance," he thought, "by now INOR nilitary forces
are committed to ne."

Camari sat quietly, letting it all happen. The dice had been cast el sewhere.

##

Ram entered and strode swiftly around the conference table toward Camari .
Sonething in the way Ranmis el ongated frame stooped and fl exed as he wal ked
created an inpression of suppressed excitenent. Canari tensed with

appr ehensi on. Ram caught Camari's eye as the U PS | eader | eaned back in his
chair.

Ram bent and whi spered into Camari's ear. H s urgent manner and Camari's cl ose
attention stirred the conferees. Several at the table and in the seats beyond
gl anced at each other, eyebrows raised; others eyed Narval. This was to have
been his show.

Narval sat notionl ess, eyes hooded, his nornally ruddy face visibly graying.

Camari held up his hand for attention. It was an unnecessary gesture; all eyes



had been on himand Ram from the nonment Ram entered.

"I understand an unusual spunnel comunication has arrived fromthe Pl anet
Pluto Special Zone." Camari announced. "It is addressed to all Heads of State
attendi ng this convocation. The message calls for an audi o-visual presentation
in the view tank. Any objections?"

Wthout waiting for a response, he nodded over his shoul der. Ram nurnured into
the tiny transmitter in his hand.

The vi ew tank, centered above the conference table, lost its soft neutra

gl ow, blinked, and the Planet Pluto sector appeared. The tank displ ayed the
debris of a space battle: ruptured ships, unrecognizable masses and fragments,
and bl oated human bodies. In the background were the Slingshot Term nals,
intact.

From around the table cane sounds of breath drawn sharply, gasps and nuttered
cur ses.

The view narrowed and zooned in on a broad sheet of drifting metal. It bore

t he enbl em of the Jovian Conmbi ned Stri ke Team Large |letters enbl azoned above
the enbl em spelled out the partial word

"Wndst..."

Al eyes in the roomwere spellbound, fixed on the tank. All, except for

Presi dent Pazzim of Callisto.

At the sight of a drifting scrap that had once been the pride of his fleet, he
groaned | oudly, hunched his shoul ders and | owered his head. He did not | ook up
agai n.

The hull of a battle cruiser formed along the tank's outer edge and tunbl ed
slowy end over end toward center. Bow coll apsed, the ship drifted into and
out of view Experts fromthe back seats |eaned forward and whi spered. The
lifeless hul k had been the Plutonian Battle Cruiser Dragon

Camari shifted his eyes to Narval, half up fromhis seat, face putty-white,
lips quivering, eyes transfixed on the view tank. Tearing his eyes away, he
poi nted at Camari and screeched.

"It's atrap.” His voice trenbled in panic and becane a wail. "This is another
strat agem concocted by Camari to frighten us."

He gestured wildly and his nouth dribbled. "I know your ways, Camari. You're
trying to divide and pit us agai nst each other so that you can nove in and
take over. It won't work. Since you cannot shake our unity and resolve wth
enpty appeals for Slingshot, you now invent battles that never took place.
They just couldn't have happened. We're on to you. You're a fraud and a cheat.
| move this convocation be terminated i medi ately. |, for one, have no
intention to remain and be subjected to further lies."

Even as Narval squeal ed and pounded the table, the scene in the tank faded
into a broader view of a phal anx of disabled warships, several bowto-stern
and others in a disorganized cluster. Again, the secure Term nals were the
backdr op.

The scene cut to the conmand deck of a warship.
A face, contorted in anger and despair, appeared and addressed them

"I am Captain Kl ars Abou, Commander of the Saturnian Conbined Strike Team now
acting as Commander of the I NOR Conbined Fleet, or what's left of it. | make
this statement of my own free will. The original mssion given to nme by ny
President was to join with other mlitary forces of INOR to take and hold the
Slingshot Term nal s hostage as insurance for an outcone in negotiations that
woul d be favorable to I NOR

"The mission to take the Terminals has failed. W were attacked and defeated



by the military forces of the United Inner Planetary System W were betrayed
by the Plutonians. The Commander of the UPS Mlitary Space Force has ordered
all our warships, except those of Planet Pluto, to return to their hone
stations. The INOCR military forces, at the outset, had neither strategic nor
tactical plans for the confrontation that we have experienced. Qur forces are
in utter disarray; we have no choice but to conmply with the orders of the U PS
Fl eet Commander. | have therefore directed the dissolution of the | NOR

Conbi ned Fl eet and ordered the vessels to return home. The U PS fl eet
conmander has granted us |eave to use the spunnel systemfor this purpose.”
Captain Abou's features faded. An omi nous qui et descended on the conference
room Narval, stricken and silent, renmained half-standing, |ooking fromthe
tank to Camari, and at the faces of his co-conspirators. Camari returned
Narval ' s gape i npassively.

There was nmore. Drumer's features replaced those of Captain Abou. His
features were stern and his head shook slightly with tension and anger
However, his voice was grave and neasured in tone, deep and vibrant.

"Leaders of Solar Governments. To those who do not recognize ne, | am Deke
Drunmer, formerly an advisor to Reen Narval and, also fornerly the Comander
of the I NOR Conmbined Fleet. | confirm Captain Abou's words. The m ssion

agai nst Slingshot failed. The reasons are many, but failure is the fact. You
now have the task, at your convocation, to seek solutions to our conmon

probl ems through ot her means.

"All mlitary forces and governnent administrators of Planet Pluto are under
my conmand. | proclaimthe Government of Reen Narval is fallen. | have

est abl i shed nyself as Regent over Planet Pluto until a |lawful President is
chosen by the will of our people. | hereby declare Reen Narval persona non
grata on Planet Pluto, and have instructed nmy warships to attack and destroy
his vessel should he enter Plutonian jurisdiction. I rem nd you all that
Narval came to Planet Pluto as a crimnal outcast fromCallisto. | suggest to
the President of Callisto that he take custody of Narval and deal with himon
the basis of the crimes he commtted within Callistonian jurisdictions.

"To President Camari, | herewith declare that the original understandi ngs on
cooperation and col |l aboration with the Governnent of Planet Pluto unti
Slingshot is launched remain in effect. Planet Pluto is an i ndependent nation
neverthel ess, | request that, in this singular situation, that you personally
represent our interests at the Conference. | look forward to an early exchange
of Anmbassadors and consultations to review our nmutual interests and

obj ecti ves.

I have in mind three people whom | hope you will consider for high position in
your representation to nmy Governnent. | shall comrunicate with you separately
on that matter."

Chapter FORTY- Sl X

SOLAR LEADERS REACH ACCORD
TRANS- SOLAR NEWS SERVI CE

FOR | MVEDI ATE RELEASE

FLASH: SYSTEMt W DE

Filed at Sol ar Conference Site

The neeting of the Solar Systemls Heads of State is a success. President
Camari of the U PS opened the proceedings with a brief speech. Ignoring past
di fferences, he enphasized common interests, interdependence of peoples and
nati ons, and benefits through collective efforts to nmeet the needs of the

di spersed comunities of humanki nd.

"The singular authority of the old United Planetary System" Canari said, "had
no need for means to resolve issues anong separate nation-states.



That is no longer true. W nust provide for interregional and internationa

del i berati ons and deci sion-maki ng. Furthernore, our dimnished reserves of
netal s, mnerals and other essential substances, on the one hand, and the
benefits of an operational Slingshot, on the other, creates new chall enges of
conmon concern and nore options in the search for solutions. Unless we

accel erate our collaboration to resolve the resources crisis our civilizations
may well erupt once nore toward potential disasters such as the one we are
here trying to escape.”

Fol | owi ng President Canmari's opening remarks, the conference was addressed by
I NOR Chiefs of State.

Each expressed the aspirations of his or her people and their capabilities
toward attainment. Al agreed that their neeting was tinely, that the probl ens
were nutual, and that the agenda be addressed wi t hout del ay.

The exchanges were intense as the conferees sought a bal ance between

i nalienable rights and sol emm obligations. Many issues were extremely conpl ex:
What are an inhabited planet's or satellite's jurisdictional linmts within
territorial and contiguous space? What are the rights and obligations of one
Region's mlitary and comerci al vessels and citizens when inside the | awful
boundari es of another? What is the definition of "innocent passage" in the
context of a multi-national Solar Comunity? How are our dynami c and
constantly changing interplanetary and interregi onal space |lanes to be

mai nt ai ned? Who will pay for such services? Questions posed in one context
were injected into others or phrased to highlight a wi de range of diverse

i nterests and nuances.

Di scussions anong the primary conferees were, at tines, suspended for caucuses
of Heads of States orbiting a central planet with their advisors. Ad hoc
conmittees were set up to explore options in depth, or at mininmum to provide
clarity and context to the issue. The neeting roonms al ong the periphery of the
assenbly hall filled with specialists who argued |oudly, in whispers, and at

| engt h.

O'ten, additional data was needed from Seats of Governnment. The spunnel
conmuni cati ons channels were | oaded with traffic, and archives throughout the
system opened, many for the first tine in mllennia. The Conference Disk's
conput ers absorbed facts and expert opinions and spewed distillations of new
concl usi ons.

Slowy, positions clarified and consensus took form

A draft Declaration of Principles energed fromthe back roons. It dealt with
only a few of many problens that needed i medi ate attention, |eaving a broad
array of issues open for further review

After hours of debate the Draft Declaration of Principles was approved by the
Leaders of the Solar Community. (See Appendi x.)

Al agreed that the First U PS-1NOR Conference augured well for the future of
humanki nd.

Epi | ogue The networks of mass attractors that tethered the Extractor to Pl anet
Pl uto di sengaged nine Earth centuries after construction began. Pluto
contributed its orbital nomentumto the |aunch

Intime the integrated drives of the nost advanced propul sion thrusters took
on the full load, and the dream of humankind was on its way to the Al pha
Centauri star system on schedul e.

Scientists and technicians on The Sol ar System s Slingshot Control Center

mai nt ai ned constant real-tinme oversight of the Extractor's subsystens and
structures through spunnel nmonitors. A convoy of robot deflectors and screens
cleared the Extractor fleet's path of meteoroids, sand and rock swarms and



space debris. Hundreds of |ogistics robots crammed the station's cavernous
bays, self-sustaining and progranmed to activate sub-systenms on schedul e,
depl oy robotic specialists and service the machine during its voyage, and in
perpetuity thereafter.

Maxi mum accel eration for alnmbst two Earth decades increased the fleet's
velocity to five percent speed-of-light, which it maintained for nore than a
Sol ar System Standard Century. Decel erati on and vector adjustnents took

anot her three decades.

Alignnent to major concentrations of potential sources, selection of a 'first
phase' work site, calibration of instrumentation and activating its spunne
channel s and nmonitors required still nore.

Back along the Solar rim the Collector remained Iinked to Planet Pluto for
two decades following the Extractor's departure. Its schedule along Pluto's
orbit provided sufficient tine for the Collector's transit to its permanent
station along the rim to track the Extractor's position via spunnel to refine
details for integrated operations, and for positioning and calibrating the

t housands of networks that coordinate the solar and interstellar arrays.

The citizens of the Solar conmunity tuned in to witness the rel ease of the
Interstellar Spunnel Signal fromthe hand of the President of the newy forned
United Nations of the Solar System It would be the final signal to
synchroni ze and activate the collective controls of the Extractor and

Col | ector.

The President keyed the Signal
#it

Rermot e spunnel nodes and boosters along the route fromthe Solar Systemto

Al pha Centauri nonitored the Signal and the response. Rings of |aser arrays

al ong the edge of the Extractor's hopper flashed alive and focused their beans
on a large, slowy tunbling planetoid hundreds of kilometers across its m nor

di mensi on.

Sensors, anal yzers, siphons and beam gui des paralleled the |asers' signals

al ong an i ncandescent colum of plasma fromthe dissolving planetoid into the

Extractor's processes and, when ready, into the hopper. The truncated apex of

the Extractor's teleport gate cone glowed red, then violet, and thirty neters

of its length disappeared into its new hyperspace hone.

The invisible nozzle hurled a concentration of el enental substance across
hyperspace to its sister station four and a half light-years distant.

The first sign of incom ng was a churning, expanding mass of violet bubbles
around the apex of the Collector. Shifting colors as it cooled and solidified,
the mass transforned into a huge brown gl obe. The gl obe separated fromthe
nozzle and drifted off, replaced by another nushroom ng bubbling nmass at the
nozzle's tip.

A fleet of robot tugs clanped nag-beans on the free-floating gl obes and haul ed
them of f. Another fleet of giant space tugs noved into position for the next
gift of crude but treasured substance tel eported across interstellar space
froma distant star.

The cornucopia was in flow and humankind's first outbound and i nbound hi ghways
to the greater universe were conplete and worki ng.

Afterwords An overview of the tines prepared by Level 2 students, Luna M ddle
School , based on records and commentaries in the official archives of The
Interstellar Mning and Tel eport System

(Reference: Index, Capsule V67 The Interstellar Historian, Third MIIennium
Interstellar Era.)



In the centuries that foll owed humankind's giant | eap to Luna, scientists,

engi neers and scholars in alnost all of Planet Earth's disciplines probed ever
deeper into space. Explorers studied and charted the surfaces, depths and

at nospheres of each of the Solar System s bodies, and scrutinized the dynam cs
and constituents of space matter out to the Kuiper Belt and OCort O oud. They
ventured into the void beyond Pluto's aphelion for hundreds of mllions of

kil ometers -- although not yet the stars.

The first landing on Luna in Year 1969 of the then Commobn Era was judged to be
anong humanki nd' s grandest achi evenents. At the Luna landing's Tercentenary a
uni versal cal endar was ordai ned to conmenorate the Event as New Year's Day,
Year 0, formally begi nning humankind's Interplanetary Era.

By then, popul ated Moon and Mars bases were well established. Construction
cadres had ventured into and beyond the Asteroids. Their experiences, surface
and strata tests and studies influenced the selection of sites for mning
operations and strategic outposts along the space frontiers.

Advance construction battalions built basic habitat and, having attained
"shirt sleeve' environments, conceptualized, planned, gathered |oca
materials, and designed and built infrastructure and industries that, in tine,
bl ossomed i nto enornmous encapsul ated cities, social orders, cultura
adjustnents and civilizations.

Expl orers becane teachers and nentors. Initially in Earth orbit, later in

| unar space and on Luna itself, they guided settlers in devel opi ng new
lifestyles and colonizing skills, and showed them how to west and refine
usabl e el enents and minerals from nearby sources. They devi sed and tested

nmet hodol ogi es to convert crude space matter into forms with which to create
and integrate structures, and manufacture and operate machi nes and networ ks
that woul d sustain surface and conti guous space and inter-satellite and

i nterplanetary navigation and | ogi stics systens.

The emi grants procreated and popul ated their cities in the void. Their

di sparate ancestries blended through a natural vitality that accel erated human
evolution so as to survive in a radically new environment. In so doing, they
turned away fromtraditional conventions still deeply ingrained in their
conmon species. Adjusting over time to the novel experience of space, they
concei ved new ways or adapted their ancient qualities and prospered in wholly
encl osed artificial worlds. Organ nodifications, genetic engi neering and

cl oni ng gave inpetus to human transformation

Instinctively, humanki nd-in-space prepared for an eventual voyage to the
stars.

At the close of the first interplanetary nillenniumthat shaped and | aunched
The Great Mgration to Space the original emgrants' progeny had beconme an

i ndi genous popul ation. Five centuries into the Interplanetary Era's second

m |l enniumthe Solar Systemincluded nore than five hundred popul ated col oni es
and outposts, and tw ce that nunber of robot stations for interplanetary and
inter-satellite navigation, communication relay, and space rescue. Popul ated
by humans and their robots, col onies extended fromthe voi ds above Mercury and
Venus through the Asteroids, the satellites of the gas planets, to Pl anet

Pl ut o.

As colonies multiplied and spread across the vast interplanetary real mthe
sol ar comunity becane inpatient with time consumed in normal point-to-point
space comunications and transport.

The excessive transm ssion and portage tine was especially irritating in
conmuni cati ons, shipnent of priority cargo, and human travel across distances
from bodi es orbiting along on opposite sides of the Sun. Hyperspace technol ogy
sol ved t he probl em

"Spunnel s" in the public's jargon, came into being, the term conpressed from
t he phrase "hyperspace tunnels," a universal phenomenon once suspected and
eventually confirmed. In the centuries preceding The G eat Mgration the



phenonenon had been generally referred to as a wormhol e, an archaic and

irrel evant expression, even in those ancient tinmes.

Spunnel networks reduced transm ssion time between the npst wi dely separated
points in the systemfromhours to real-tine. Successful in communications,
scientists and engi neers concentrated on the technol ogi cal |eap from spunne
conmuni cations to spunnel teleportation, a capability urgently and clearly
essential to nmove humans, nmachines, and raw materials across interplanetary
di st ances.

The flood of em grants to space col oni es and out posts exceeded tens of

t housands each year over several centuries, |eaving behind a stil
over-crowded Earth that had | ong since cried 'enough'. Ampbng the migrants were
artisans and technicians, nmnimally to highly-skilled adm nistrators,
soci ol ogi sts, teachers, scientists and engi neers and, scattered anong them
cont enmpor ary phil osophers who preached the netaphysical. Together, they
represented all of Earth's peoples and a cross-section of their cultures.
Technol ogy, however, inposed constraints. The insatiable appetite for netals,
m nerals, rare earths and ot her nonrenewabl e substances increased i nexorably.
They remained the foundation for the Solar System s industries, driven by the
constant clanor of indulgent lifestyles. Fully aware that vital minerals and
ot her substances were beyond repl eni shment fromw thin the Solar System the
sol ar comunity neverthel ess squandered its rapidly di mnishing resources.

In time, reserves of nonrenewabl e resources dropped fromresidue to gl eanings.
Recycl i ng, sal vage, ever-deeper mne shafts and tunnels, repeated sweeps of
the Earth's sea beds and planetary and satellites' crusts, trenches, beds and
craters offered insufficient returns. Scouring the Asteroid Belt, sifting the
Kui per-Qort regions, and intense conpetitions for substitutes provided

i nadequate and nerely tenporary relief. The solar comunity's popul ation, on
Earth and in space, had exploded to nmore than fourteen billion people. The
search for substances to support humanki nd's needs ranged throughout; there
were no nore sources, nor were there sanctuaries.

Certainly, there would not be enough for voyages to the stars.

#it

At long | ast, humankind confronted its reality. Net yields from nonrenewabl e
reserves, residues and substitutes had dwi ndled until exhaustion was certain
and a timeline predictable. The choice anong gri moptions could no | onger be
post poned.

In the end, there were two:

-- Remain in place, ration, recycle and redistribute nmnerals, netals, ores
and ot her usabl e substances and substitutes with Draconi an di scipline, and
take the consequences, or -- Chance the nost awesonme venture in humanki nd's
long history: reach out to a distant star and tear fromit the raw nmatter that
woul d preserve and perpetuate the grandeur of the human experience.

The second option would be the ultimte ganble: w nning would bring the
cornucopi a sought throughout the ages. Failure, even at an early stage, would
di ssipate what little reserves remained. Vitality drained, humanki nd woul d
slip back into the pits and the mud fromwhich it had so | aboriously clinmbed.

The decision was to reach for the stars.

#it

The Interstellar Mning and Tel eport Program The Objective: To draw from Al pha
Centauri, the nearest star system 4.35 light-years distant, its mnerals,
netal s, elements and what ever useful substances could be noved across space,

and store themnearby in the Sol ar System accessible to all hunmanki nd.

The Task: Increase the Sol ar System s spunnel range, capability and capacity
to teleport matter across interstellar space in a continuous flow and in



sufficient quantities to satisfy the purpose of the Objective;

Construct and dispatch an advance fleet of drone scouts to the Al pha Centauri
star systemat the earliest possible time to survey, analyze and report via
spunnel on the availability, |ocations and accessibility of resources
specified generally in the Objective;

Concurrently, design, construct and position an interstellar spunnel portage
system consi sting of two terminals, each of which would include an integral
fully self-sufficient facility for command-and-control, self-service and
repair, logistical and other operations essential to its unique m ssion
Designate the term nal at 'star' destination the Extractor and the term na
that remains on the solar rim the Collector

-- The Extractor selects and draws usabl e non-organics fromthe Al pha Centauri
star system and collects, converts and channels the product into its tel eport
shipping facility for point-to-point spunnel transfer to the Collector

-- The Collector receives the product, converts it to its original form and
classifies, identifies and ejects the substance for storage along the sol ar
rimor at a point Authority determnes to be nore appropriate.

Construct the terminals four mllion kilonmeters beyond Pluto. During
construction, secure the termnals to each other and separately, to Pluto,
enpl oyi ng mass attractors and position stabilizers, as required.

Di sengage the Extractor fromPluto at |aunch enpl oying Pl uto's outbound
orbital momentumin a manner that the conmbined fleet retains its integrity in
perpetuity.

Deploy the Extractor to Al pha Centauri and position it in orbit above a point
commensurate with data provided by the drone scouts. Mintain constant
surveill ance and exerci se control over operations and mai nt enance via spunne
anal yses of the Extractor's functions, structures and equi prment.

Position the Collector along the solar rimand orient it consistent with the
Extractor's position and operations in the Al pha Centauri system

St ages

The Extractor, in position at destination, analyzes, selects and draws
substance from proxi mate asteroids, conets, satellites, planetoids, swarns,
star surface and other accessible bodies and strata, reduces the substance to
spunnel -t el eportabl e constituents, |oads the mass into the spunnel facility
and di spatches the product.

The Coll ector, positioned in the Solar Systemoriented to the Extractor

recei ves and converts the Extractor's transm ssions, processes substance into
its original or a refined state, classifies and ejects the nass for
positioning in the storage zone.

Resources and Schedul e The Task requires six Earth centuries to design
construct, equip, test, deploy and activate. The millennia of delay in
initiating the Task inposes inescapabl e hardshi ps on the Solar Community.

Accordingly, when justified as essential to the Objective, solar governnents
divert work forces, systems, and material resources fromthroughout their
jurisdiction to the Task. The consequences of these diversions are expected to
significantly curtail construction, activities, lifestyles of Earth and space
col ony popul ations, the distribution of the solar system s residual resources
and, possibly, the independence of governments, organizations, and individuals
t hr oughout the solar realm

Critical to the programis success is timng the Extractor's |aunch

Pi ggy- backed to Pluto during construction, the Extractor exploits the planet's



orbital monmentum for | aunch. The wi ndow is precise and short-Ilived al ong
Pluto's outbound orbit; there will be only one |l aunch opportunity for the
Extractor. Disengaged from Pluto, the Extractor fleet will accel erate al ong
its course to optinumvelocity through integrated thrust of multiple

t her nonucl ear bur st - propul sion systens or other, nore advanced propul sion
systens, that are or becone avail able for the Task

##

The Interplanetary Era's second mllenniumwas tunultuous. The harsh austerity
i nposed by the increased deficits in netals, minerals and other industrial
materials and their substitutes created one set of problens; human cl oning
augnmented with genetic engineering and their societal and cultural effects,
especi ally beyond the Asteroids, created others. Human survival in scores of
wi dely scattered and unaffiliated space colonies, |oosely called "tank towns,"
encour aged scientific and social experinents that altered traditional cultures
as well as human physi ol ogi cal and psychol ogi cal characteristics.

Cumul ative genetic and accel erated evol utionary alterations to the human body
along with the effects of unique, often hostile, environments plus sheer

di stance fromthe fam liar transformed humans-in-space into somnething el se.
The unifying forces that had survived the G eat Mgration withered. In tineg,
the once shared interests of peoples, and allegiances to a hone pl anet,

sunder ed.

Varied and increased rates of change opened doors to pretenders anong a

col ony' s popul ace.

Qpportuni sts pronmoted a multitude of causes, usually self-serving.
Anti ci pati ng advantages to thensel ves, they conbi ned forces and becane

i nfluential advocates for disengagenent frompolitical, cultural and judicial
dom nance by the totally foreign open sky governnment of Earth, billions of
kil oneters distant.

D sengagenent, the opportunists agitated, was |ong overdue; Earth inhabitants
woul d never really understand what life in deep space was about.

The crisis canme in the nmiddle centuries.

Bureaucrats representing the central governnent on Earth were isolated from
the affairs of the colonies they adm ni stered. The indi genous popul ace i gnored
their authority, their credentials were challenged, and they were invited to
return to their hone planet -- with no options.

The central government on Earth, weakened by shortages and distracted by
agitators at hone and in space, was neither vigilant nor prepared.

Early in the second millenniumof the Interplanetary Era, several colonies in
the Quter Region declared their independence of the original United Planetary
System and of each other. OQther colonies and outposts joined and within a
decade, all had procl ai ned thensel ves as newWy constituted nation-states. Each
reserved exclusive rights to negotiate with other nation-states of the Region
New agreements were inplemented on matters of comon interest, such as
credits, industry, a judicial system trade and conmerce, science and

technol ogy, space traffic control, education and cul tural exchange, and
creati on and managenent of infrastructure and managerment of |ife-support
resources within their territories and jurisdictions.

The Quter Region's proclanmations panicked the central governnent.

On the one hand, Earth ethicists argued, were the rights of the inhabitants of
t he space colonies. As nmenbers of distant societies they had nodified their
bodi es, their environnent and their cultures, therefore, they had a right to
seek their own destiny unfettered by well-intentioned, but obviously inpotent



| aws that originated on Earth.

The advocates of this phil osophy enmphasized the Quter Region's right to their
own physical, technol ogical and cultural devel opment. As unique civilizations,
evol ving at an unprecedented rapi d pace, they were already radically different
from the humanki nd that had remai ned on di stant Earth.

On the other hand, clained others, the systemw de scarcity of natural sources
vital to the survival of the species was a shared crisis. The crisis could be
solved, if at all, only through the nost concerted application of humankind' s
intellectual and collective genius. In one context, they were indeed unique
civilizations: robust, sophisticated and divergent, neverthel ess,
instinctively taking nourishment froma comon fealty to humankind's ultimate
destiny anong the stars. Humanki nd would be far stronger and effective

toget her, they argued, than it would be, divided within a conmon speci es.

The debate raged across the System The separatists won.

Earth's General Assenbly acceded to the demands for self-deternination. The
new status of the outer and inner regions was confirmed in The Treaties on the
Separation of Jurisdictions for the Planets and Satellites of the Inner Region
and the I ndependent Nations of the Quter Region

The outer periphery of the Asteroid Belt becane the boundary. The United

Pl anetary System was di ssol ved and reconstituted as the United Inner Planetary
System (U PS). The natural and artificial colonies that orbited the planets
and satellites of the Quter Region, or the central sun, retained their

original identities (Ganynede, Titan, Callisto, etc.), and Pluto added
"Planet" to its nanme to distinguish itself fromplanetary satellites. The
former col onies beyond the Belt formed a | oose federation: |ndependent Nations
of the Quter Region (INOR).

The United Inner Planetary Systeminsisted that Planet Pluto and its

conti guous space rermain within the U PS Slingshot Special Zone of Operations
until the Extractor and the Collector were both safely away fromPluto's
jurisdiction, as judged by the U PS. The Pl utonian government refused. The
other INOR nations, imrersed in their own problenms, were indifferent. The
issue was left to the UPS and Planet Pluto to resolve.

The U PS continued, w thout prior consultation with INOR and Pl anet Pluto, to
construct and operate Slingshot |ogistics sites and facilities on Pluto's
surface, in contiguous space, and within and along the Planet Pluto orbit. The
UPS, interpreting traditions and treaties that had evolved fromEarth's
ancient Laws of the Seas and Space, exercised and defended free and
unencunbered travel and passage by its citizens and vessels in deep space and
t hr oughout the I NOR jurisdictions.

The U PS took steps to ensure the security of Slingshot construction and
| ogi stics support sites and space-ways.

##

The Slingshot Advance Cadre arrived in the Neptune-Pluto orbit-crossing
sectors toward the end of the Interplanetary Era, before the breakup of the
old United Planetary System Colonizing Pluto and constructing space kits that
woul d be transformed into surface habitat and supply depots began centuries
earlier when Planet Pluto was barely past aphelion but w thin econonical range
of deep space transports. The cadre's vessels carried and towed conmuni cations
gear, specialized construction rigs, platforns and infrastructure kits which
had been fabricated or assenbled in the industrial tank towns above Luna,
Venus and Mars, and by cooperating governnents of satellites in the outer

regi on.

The Cadre's primary nission was to establish a base of operations on Pl uto.
The programcalled for the planet to support a colony of fifty thousand

speci alists and construction workers -- and their famlies -- for the



assenbly, construction and testing phases, plus ten thousand transients and
tenmporary residents. The latter would conprise 'rest and rel axation' visitors,
liaison and special missions staff froma nearby |ogistics depot and the
construction sites, and agricultural and food processi ng workers from Pl anet
Pluto's noon Charon. Al so expected were cargo handl ers and ship's personne
fromtransports entering and departing Pluto fromand-to points throughout the
system

About eighty percent of Pluto's permanent adult popul ati on woul d work on the
two termnals.

The specialized professions for the initial phase ranged from scientists and
engineers to artisans, skilled and sem -skilled workers in all of the

di sciplines and industrial skills required to construct and operate a conpl ex
station in space and service and naintain a pernmanent habitat and popul ation
on Pluto's surface.

Chil dren woul d be born on Pluto, natural or cloned.

They, as well as the general popul ation, would be cared for and supported by a
host of adm nistrative, health care, educational, recreational, |ife support
and community services.

The Cadre's nission was in phases. The first task of the initial phase was to
land on Pluto's surface, seek out stable surfaces or create them by fusing
subsurface strata to sufficient depth for support of massive structures.

Gravity enhancenent surface panels and their energy sources would be installed
wher ever encl osed communities or special purpose structures were to be
constructed. A detachnment of the Cadre would I and on Charon, Planet Pluto's
nmoonl et, and fuse and seal sections of the noonlet's surface and subsurface
sane as on Pl uto.

On the solidified, stabilized surfaces of Pluto and Charon the Cadre woul d
erect a tank town done. The done woul d have a ten-kiloneter radi us on Pl anet
Pluto and a one-kiloneter radi us on Charon.

Construction woul d proceed concurrently on surface and subsurface utility and
life support facilities essential to human habitati on. When encl osed areas
were shirtsl eeve ready for occupancy, the Cadre would erect essential life
support, residential and recreational facilities. These would be foll owed by
techni cal, comunications and transport networks for Slingshot scientists,

i ndustrial technicians, and staff, followed by enclosed living areas for the
remai nder of the general popul ace that would train and do the work during the
subsequent phases.

The tanktown on Planet Pluto would be nanmed Col dfield; its counterpart on
Charon woul d be Lanplight.

An On-site Project Managenent Team (OPMI) directed the Advance Cadre. The OPMI
formed the nucl eus of upper |evel managers, scientists and engineers, and

ot her experts charged with organi zi ng and gui ding the functional task groups.
The functional staffs would bring into being the on-site technical and

adm ni strative support facilities, install and operate its equi pnent, and
govern the communities within which the popul ace worked and resided.

The OPMI was organi zed into three groups: Goup One: Planet Pluto; Goup Two:
Charon, and G oup Three: Logistics Depot. Each Goup had its mi ssion

G oup One (Planet Pluto) M ssion

Five kilometers from Col dfield, construct and operate a sinplified
fusi on-based energy generating and power transm ssion systemto provide



sufficient output to support all anticipated power and network requirenents of
t he pl anet;

Beneat h and adj acent the Col dfield dome, construct, organize and operate
encapsul ated surface and subsurface | aboratories, manufacturing and overhaul
pl ants, space and surface transport and traffic routes and controls, surface
roadways, utility and conmunications systens, |anding and nooring facilities,
energy hubs for gravity enhancenent grids, and other essential utilities and
facilities;

Establi sh and adm nister institutions for |aw enforcenment, public health,
education and other comunity affairs.

Group Two (Charon) M ssion

Convert Lanplight into a food-growi ng and processi ng pl ant capabl e of feeding
the entire Plutonian permanent and transit popul ati ons, and on-site personne
at the Logistics Depot and the Terninals Construction Site. Encapsul ate
Lanmplight in an inpermeable radiation-resistant plastic menbrane and introduce
and mai ntain constant temnperature and air-noi sture and ot her

agricul ture-supportive atnosphere and environment that neets prevailing deep
space col ony or equal standards;

Constructively use Charon's and Pluto's water ice and substances generated as
wast e and by-products of human habitation throughout the Pluto and near space
sectors. Conduct research and devel op drip, hydroponics and other agricultura
systens, protein synthesis and manufacture, and ship to Coldfield, the
Slingshot work site and the Logistics Depot high-quality foodstuffs suitable
for storage and consunption. Charon operations are to be fully automated and
robotical ly maintai ned.

In support of the Charon agricultural nission, Planet Pluto, the Slingshot
Logi stics Depot, the Term nals' construction site, and ships nmoored or in
transit within the Special Zone constitute an integrated ecol ogical entity.
Al'l organics and all mneral and chem cal plant growth stimulants, such as

di scarded or excess food and fluids, bio-waste, usable industrial and
conmunity waste, and cadavers are conmitted to processing as fertilizers or
for specialized application to the creation of foodstuffs. Organic waste and
cadaver parts unsuitable for constructive purposes (fertilizer) on Charon will
be fully sterilized and reduced as close as practicable to zero residue.

Group Three (Logistics Depot) M ssion Construct a space station to

speci fication above Col dfield and designate it 'Slingshot Logistics Depot'.
Arrange for the depot to serve for central receiving, warehousing and shipping
center for materiel comitted to the Slingshot Ternminals, and for processing
materiel through all active Planet Pluto surface and sub-surface technical and
servicing facilities;

Provide the Depot with facilities and train its personnel for emergency backup
i n manufacturing and servicing capabilities redundant to those on the planet;

Create a highest |level technical capability to synthesize materials, and
manuf acture, fabricate, test and calibrate those precision parts, tools and
accessories which are best made in the mcro-gravity and pollution-free
conditions of deep space and/or safely distant fromPluto' s and Charon's
surfaces and their gravitational influences;

Augnent the Depot's security with a gated force field that fully encapsul ates
and protects the Depot and all vessels engaged in | oading and of f-1| oadi ng
personnel and materiel; patrols contiguous space and keeps the Logistics Depot
and U PS citizens and property sel f-sufficient and safe from di sease,
harassnment and har m

Install on the Logistics Depot and at the Termi nals Construction Sites



i ndependent communi cati ons, cargo, living organismtel eport centers, each
capabl e of receiving and dispatching authorized cargoes, passengers,

di spat ches and conmmuni cati ons via conventional, spunnel, and specified
non- conventi onal channel s.

##

The Term nals Construction Site is the focal point of U PS operations. The
Construction Site's mssion is to research, design, fabricate, test, assenble
and, ultimately, launch, position at destinations and operate, nonitor and

mai ntain the Slingshot Extractor and Collector terminals en route and at their
destinati ons.

#it

The planning did not anticipate the dissolution of the United Planetary
System the creation of independent and estranged Regions in their place, and
a hostile governnment on Pl uto.

Mlitary forces had been non-existent for nore than fifteen hundred years when
the col onies of the Quter Region seceded fromthe United Planetary System
Weapons of mass destruction had had no purpose since the birth of the first
Wrld Federation in the fourth century of the Interplanetary Era.

In place of an organized military, the succeeding Wrld Federati on had created
an Interplanetary Constabulary to protect |ives and property, investigate
crimes, control traffic, and maintain general order. Their charter extended to
all planets, satellites, colonies, outposts, stations, and all places

t hr oughout the void into which humanki nd had vent ured.

The mission of the Constabul ary remai ned unchanged during politica

reorgani zations within the first Wrld Federation and its successors. Its
agents ranged the Sol ar System and perforned their duties quietly and
efficiently. Few dared challenge their authority. Wen chall enges did occur
they were not for |ong.

War, and the effects of war on people and things were forgotten

It was inconceivable, in those tines, that the regi on beyond the Asteroids
woul d becore politically and culturally alienated fromthe unified comunity
t hat humanki nd had created to guide theminto the future. History, the
citizens of the world concluded, had denonstrated the inpotence of the

anci ent, |ong-discarded array of adversarial nation-states and cone-by-chance
| eaders to govern an intellectually advanced speci es.

No one expected a return to the old, |ong-discarded ways.

When separation of the Inner and Quter Regi ons becane inevitable, scholars in
bot h Regi ons explored the possible and the probable rel ati onshi ps that m ght
devel op under the new order. The studies predicted that politically

i ndependent nation-states would create multilateral alignments and conflicting
societies, lifestyles and phil osophi es.

They took into account evolving technol ogical and industrial capabilities,
prevailing energy and declining reserves of industrial metals, minerals, and
ot her usabl e substances and related themto the Sol ar System s denographic
trends and resources predictions. Wen the United Pl anetary System dissol ved,
the successor U PS felt it had no choice but to continue the Slingshot
program

The concl usi ons of humanki nd's nmost di stingui shed scientists and phil osophers
suggested that two i ndependent orders in space would bring with thema
hei ght ened |i kel i hood of social and technol ogi cal dislocations and

di sruptions. There would be interregional and, within INOR, internationa
conpetition that would increase the rate of depletion in resources. There
woul d be a nultitude of disputes, often intentionally msinterpreted, to
resolve territorial and jurisdictional differences that were already caught up
in and nol ded by the dynamics of orbiting planets, and their satellites and



connecti ng space-ways.

The effects on Slingshot could be catastrophic.

Its security was paramount. |Imediately follow ng separation of the two
Regi ons the President of the new UPS directed the creation of a powerful
Mlitary Space Force

The U PS searched the ancient archives of Earth's nmilitary history and
desi gned weapons of defense and of fense. Ships of war and their supporting
systens were brought back into being, and spunnel gateways expanded to
acconmmodate them A militant phoenix rose fromits ancient ashes.

The Mlitary Space Force was charged with patrolling the space-ways beyond the
Asteroids to protect UPS vital interests. Their responsibilities included
protecting the lives of UPS citizens and private and government property

t hr oughout | NOR wherever they happened to be, in space or on the surfaces of

pl anets and satellites.

The role and intent of the UPS mlitary was explained to all |NOR
governments. "The Mlitary Space Force," proclainmed the President of the U PS
"would remain until INOR s menber Nations were sufficiently stabilized to

participate in ensuring peaceful coexistence and passage al ong space-ways and
at noorings throughout the Quter Region, and separately and collectively agree
to participate in and support the Slingshot Program”

I NOR, as a Federation, interpreted the formation of the UPS Mlitary Space
Force and the President's proclamation on its role as contenptuous of their
social and political maturity. The outconme was predictable.

Local | NOR Defense Forces were hastily organi zed and equi pped. Dozens of ships
of war were built and many space transports were converted into arned vessels.
Each I NOR governnent, using self-defense as justification, established
controll ed corridors extendi ng hundreds of thousands of kiloneters into its
conti guous space, often far beyond their legitinmate jurisdictions. Passengers
and crews of foreign space transports, passenger liners, and utility and

pl easure craft, whatever their points of foreign origin or destination
required visas, local pilots, and armed escorts upon arrivals and departures.
Suspicions festered on all sides.

It was an era of international and interregional political tensions and
harassment, and nilitary, technol ogical and industrial sabotage and espi onage.
The history of Earth's ancients had returned to haunt the solar community.

The rate of depletion in the Solar Community's reserves of vital but
nonr enewabl e substances rose rapidly.

Appendi x

Princi pl es of Governance Anong Nations in Space

An article by the Associate General Counsel for the Smithsonian Institution
reported in THE FUTURI ST, page 60, May-June 1990 (Common Era) that the
Smithsonian Institution's National Air and Space Museum had specul ated on a
Decl aration of First Principles for the Governance of Quter Space Societies.
The project's participants represented a broad array of disciplines and

i nterests, including engineering, bionedicine, |aw, economcs, psychol ogy,
bi oet hi cs, and phil osophy. Rather than attenpting to frane an actual
constitution for space societies, which normally would be reserved for
soverei gn governments. The document would be a reference for interested
government entities responsible for space policy, and to define the
fundanmental rights and freedons of those who might some day migrate to space



| wote to the article's author, told himl was working on this story and

i ncluded a draft of 'core principles' | had drafted. | asked for nore

i nformati on on the Smithsonian's study. The author's reply included a copy of
the Decl aration and permission to quote fromit. It foll ows:

Astrolaw. Carrying Human Rights into Quter Space On the occasion of the

Bi centennial of the Constitution of the United States of America and in
conmenor ati on and furtherance of its values, we the undersigned petitioners,
Bearing witness to the exploration and inevitable settlenment of outer space;
Recogni zi ng the universal longing for life, liberty, equality, peace and
security;

Expressi ng our unshakable belief in the dignity of the individual

Pl acing our trust in societies that guarantee their nenbers full protection of
the I aw, due process and equal protection under the |aw,

Reaffirmour faith in fundanmental freedons;

M ndful, as were our nation's founders, of the self-evident truth that we are
endowed by our Creator with certain inalienable rights;

Recogni zing the responsibility of a government to protect the rights of the
governed to exi st and evol ve;

Do assert and declare in this petition the intrinsic value of a set of First
Principles for the Governance of Quter Space Societies and, at the beginning
of this third century of nationhood under our Constitution, resolutely urge
all people of the United Sates of America to acknow edge, accept and apply
such First Principles as hereinafter set forth.

ARTI CLE
The rule of law and the fundamental values enbodied in the United States
Constitution shall apply to all individuals living in outer space societies

under United States jurisdiction

Appropriate constraints upon and limtations of authority shall be defined so
as to protect the personal freedom of each individual, such as the right to
reasonabl e privacy, freedomfrom self-incrimnation, freedomfrom unreasonable
i ntrusion, search and seizure, and freedom from cruel and unusual punishnent.

Toward this end, the inperatives of community safety and individual surviva

wi thin the uni que environment of outer space shall be guaranteed in harnony
with the exercise of such fundamental individual rights of speech, religion,
associ ati on, assenbly, contract, travel to, in and fromouter space, nedia and
conmuni cations, as well as the rights of petition, informed consent and
private ownership of property.

The principles set forth here should not be construed to exclude any ot her
such rights possessed by individuals.

ARTI CLE |

Authority in outer space societies, exercised under principles of
representative governnent appropriate to the circunmstances and degree of
conmuni ty devel oprment, shall reflect the will of the people of those
soci eti es.

Al petitions to the United States Governnment from outer space societies under
its jurisdiction shall be accepted and receive pronpt consideration

The United States shall provide for an orderly and peaceful transition to

sel f-governance by outer space societies under its jurisdiction at such tines



as their inhabitants shall manifest clearly a belief that such transition is
bot h necessary and appropri ate.

In response to aggression, threats of aggression or hostile actions, outer
space societies may provide for their common defense and for the mai ntenance
of essential public order

Qut er space societies shall assume all rights and obligations set forth in
treaties and international agreenments, relevant to the activities of such
societies, to which the United States is a party and which further freedom
peace and security.

The advancenent of science and technol ogy shall be encouraged in outer space
societies for the benefit of all humanity.

Qut er space societies shall protect from abuse the environnent and natura
resources of Earth and space.

End quot e.
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Core Principles drafted at the First Sol ar Conference on the Rel ationshi ps
between the United Inner Planetary System (U PS) and the | ndependent Nations
of the Quter Region (INOR

Pr eanbl e
In order to:

Create and foster political, societal, econom c, and cultural environnents

t hr oughout the Sol ar System which will preclude or mninize acts of

i nternational and inter-regional aggression, economc warfare, cultura

di sruption, and other forms of active hostility between the United | nner

Pl anetary System (U PS) and, separately and collectively, |Independent Nations
of the Quter Region (INOR);

Establish the framework for peaceful coexistence within which all Nations
respect the sovereignty, territorial integrity, and political independence of
each ot her;

Recogni ze the nutuality of interests anobng all peoples and Governnents of the
Solar Systemin sharing the benefits of The Interstellar M ning and Tel eport
System and

Prepare for and extend the human experience into interstellar space and toward
the coming Interstellar Era.

W agree to the foll ow ng:
ARTI CLE ONE

W reject and renounce econonmic, cultural and military warfare, and the threat
of warfare to attain national and regional objectives. W will settle al
di sagreements and di sputes through peaceful means.

ARTI CLE TWD

W affirmthat the peoples of all nations, states, colonies, settlenents,
conmuni ti es, howsoever they may be designated now and in the future throughout
the Sol ar System and, eventually throughout the Interstellar Realm have

ecol ogical unity. Their harnmony is such that none are truly independent of the
ot hers.



ARTI CLE THREE

W affirmthat the Solar Systemis the common heritage of humankind, and al
the resources of the Solar System now and in perpetuity, are part of that
common heritage. W agree that each Governnent representing the people of a
pl anet, satellite, independent space entity or a legally constituted part and
col lective thereof, is entitled to its fair share of the natural resources
originating within the Sol ar System or acquired from other star systems. Such
resources will be avail able, proportionately, fromthe Comon Reserve in
conformance with a nation's or government's verified needs and technol ogi ca
capabilities to utilize the resources for peaceful and beneficial purposes.

ARTI CLE FOUR

In furtherance of ARTICLE ONE, we nost solemmly declare that continuance of
organi zed nmilitary forces by any Governnent of the Solar System can serve no
useful purpose. W manifestly recognize that the existence of mlitary mass
destructi on weapons and their supporting agencies and facilities increase the
likelihood of their utilization to resolve differences or jurisdictiona

di sputes, with consequent harmto human life, properties, and civilizations.
W, independently and collectively, agree, wi thout reservations except for the
EXCLUSI ON stated in this ARTICLE, to the phased reduction of all mlitary
spacecraft, weapons, facilities, personnel training and other support systemns
and technologies to the point of their conplete elimnation not nmore than five
Sol ar Standard Years fromthe date affixed to this Declaration of Principles.

EXCLUSI ON

W exclude fromthis ARTICLE specified accords which are, or will be, required
by a legally constituted Government to exercise normal internal constabul ary
powers and authority on, and in space contiguous to, their planet, satellite,

i ndependent community or zone, and between and anong Governnents, as nutually
agreed to anong the Parties concerned. The U PS and INOR will be kept infornmed
of such constabul ary agreenents prior to inplenmentation and their views
consi der ed.

ARTI CLE FI VE

W recogni ze that precise delineation's of spatial jurisdictions are essenti al
for the orderly processes of government. W agree that jurisdictions to be
defined and delineated include: a. the outer Iimts of any one nation's
spatial control and adm nistration. Such delineation shall take into account
the irrevocable right and obligation of any Government which exercises
legitimate influence or control over a non-hazardous natural or artificial

pl anet, satellite, planetoid, space station, outpost, spunnel node, link, net
or booster; transiting conet, asteroid, nmeteor swarm planetary or satellite
ring, or other astrophysical body to ensure absence of human interference to
that body's or phenonenon's free and unencunbered passage through that
Government's spatial jurisdiction. b. control and operation of space

conmuni cati ons booster, relay, and terminal stations and their supporting
research, devel oprment, manufacturing, and |ogistics systenms and technol ogi es.
The intent of this delineation is standardi zed and economically operated and
servi ced conventional and hyperspace conmuni cati ons systens throughout the
Solar Systemand in interstellar space. c. traffic control, flight safety, and
management of U PS and | NOR approved inter-regional, interplanetary,
inter-satellite and other space-ways. Acceptance of responsibilities shall not
exceed the Party's existing technol ogies, resources and capabilities.

ARTI CLE SI X

W commit our Governnents to accept financial, fiduciary, material and

t echnol ogi cal assessnents for our utilization of the common space-ways. W
agree that these assessnents are for the purpose of defraying the expenditures
of any one CGovernnent toward maintaining and upgradi ng those conmon space and



traffic managenent systens that fall within their borders, or other nutually
agreed upon jurisdictions, and for perform ng such services for the comon
good as: a. renoval of hazards to innocent passage; b. traffic control; c.
search and rescue; d. acquisition, deploynent, operation and servicing of
conmuni cati ons and navi gational aids; e. construction, operation and

mai nt enance of space and surface ports of entry and departure for the conmon
use of all spacecraft; f. trained, equipped and ready investigation teanms to
assi st Governments of Primary Concern in determning the facts of
"incidents-in-space" which occur in proximte international areas, and g.
energency | ogistical support capabilities for performng urgent essenti al
repairs to danaged spacecraft of other Nations in peaceful transit.

Such repairs shall be to internationally accepted standards that will permt
the craft to continue its flight to a | ocation designated by the Governnment
havi ng | egal ownership, or authority to repair or dispose of the spacecraft.
h. We agree that spacecraft, spacecraft parts, otherw se man-nade artificial
bodi es and parts thereof, w eckage, and human-generated excess materials and
human waste, will NOT be di scarded or abandoned in space. Derelicts and
unattached parts thereof, rubbish, waste matter, and all man-nade objects in
space are considered to be hazards to traffic or are pollutants. They will be
collected or tagged with an active signal and towed or transported to where
they will not be a hazard to traffic or pollute the space environnent. The
Government of the nearest surface or colony habitat will be notified

i mediately and institute actions for the objects' reduction to harnl ess
residue or its tenporary or permanent renoval to a safe |ocation

ARTI CLE SEVEN

W announce the formation of an international apparatus, with representation
fromall Covernments, to assenble within three Solar Standard nonths fromthe
date affixed hereto. The primary purpose of this Assenbly is to facilitate

i mpl enentation of this Declaration. They shall also create and ensure support
for an interplanetary citizen's volunteer group to review and resol ve
conpl ai nts and suggestions fromthe popul ace that nay | ead to reconmendati ons
toward i mprovenents to this Declaration that will: a. pronote the free and
unencumnber ed passage of vessels, people and conmerce between and anong the
Nations of the Solar System b. encourage cultural, econonic, and scientific
research, and exchanges of schol ars, students, and information for the benefit
and betternent of humankind; c. enhance the understanding of all peoples
regardi ng the positive val ues which have evol ved over the mllennia since the
begi nning of the Great Mgration from Planet Earth, and, d. organize and begin
t he planning for humankind's exploration and migration into the Interstellar
Real m

ARTI CLE EI GHT

W declare and affirmwe act in concert with the spirit and letter of this
Decl aration of Principles in the interests of international cooperation

i nterplanetary peace and security, mutual understandi ng anong our far-flung
peopl es, and the survival of our species.

ARTI CLE NI NE

W encourage all Parties to expand on these accords through their initiatives
and agreenents for nutual benefits to thenselves and to all CGovernnents and
peopl es in the peaceful use of space.
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