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Introduction
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Well it’s been a while. This second edition is a result of the complexities of the world of small publishers. When the original publisher ceased publication, we parted on decent terms. I still had my manuscript and decided to finish the series. So that’s what I did. It just longer than I thought it would. 

The second book in the series had been published, but only as an e-book, (I had that manuscript as well) and the third book had been written (ish). So I finished the third, wrote the fourth, and then went back and tidied up the first and second. 

If you want to be a writer, write. Write a lot, write regularly, and just keep putting words on paper. Going back and checking the first two books made me realise how my own writing has improved. Back then I was master of the run-on sentence and actually used some words far too often, actually. 

But anyway, no need to wait for some idle muppet to write the other books in the series, the idle muppet has already written them. And also just to say thanks to Brenda, Katharine, Sheila and Clare. Because you’re worth it

Jim
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Chapter 1


[image: ]




The flitter was hardly luxurious. It was a spacious workhorse with just enough concessions to comfort to deter personal injury claims from those who hired it. At the moment it loitered over the northern highlands of the Border Kingdoms at a safe altitude. To their north the highlands rose steadily until they became snow-capped and were lost in the cloud. Below them was a jumbled badlands of gorges and ridges, twisted rock, frost shattered and crumbling. Wheeling below them was a pair of great four-winged aradons, keen-eyed carrion feeders. In the distance, perhaps five miles away, Kardoverin could just make out what might be another pair. As far as he could tell, they were the only signs of life in sight. He looked down, even with vision enhancers the ridges showed virtually no sign of life; he counted three stunted bushes, with occasionally blades of grass poking through the loose scree. 

Kilonwin Kardoverin once more strapped himself into the co-pilot seat and fiddled with the camera array, determined to get as much footage as possible. Kardoverin had a reputation in the industry as one of the best documentary makers in the sector. The reputation was based on arrogance, a casual disregard for personal safety, and painstaking camera work. He was reputed to get five times as much material as was needed, even for top quality holo work. He turned to the pilot. “Can we get lower? I’d like to film into those gorges.”

“Why?” 

“Well, there’s damn all up here.”

“Why not zoom?” The pilot sounded nervous.

“They’re in heavy shadow.”

“Look, this is the Border Kingdoms, it isn’t safe.”

Kardoverin adjusted the central rig and raked the peripheral arrays so that they covered both flanks.

“Take us down fast, we’ll be through and out.”

“They’re barbarians, they shoot at people.”

“With black powder weapons...” Kardoverin’s tone was dismissive as he checked the satellite relay. It seemed to be working perfectly. “Look, just go in, one quick fly-through. It isn’t as if I’m asking you to land, or even hover.”

The pilot muttered something blasphemous under his breath and brought the flitter round. “I’ll take us up that gorge on the left, it’s narrower. Being so overcast it’s less likely to be inhabited.” 

He opened the throttle and brought the bow of the flitter sharply down. The clumsy craft accelerated rather faster than Kardoverin had expected, and he hastily checked the camera focus. This model of vehicle was effectively a rectangular box which flew and had little consideration of style. But for his purposes the open top meant it had been comparatively easy to fit the cameras. The pilot brought them down sharply, heading south, gaining speed as he lost altitude. Then suddenly he spun the controls and the flitter turned and banked so sharply Kardoverin felt himself hanging in the harness. Then the pilot pointed the nose of his craft straight into the mouth of the gorge, still dropping so that they continued to gain speed. As they entered between the towering rock walls they were barely twenty feet above the ground and moving faster than Kardoverin would have believed possible. Kardoverin kept his eyes on the monitors, running his fingers over the controls in front of him, altering the zoom, the angle, and the filters. They were deep in the gorge now and the boxy craft was travelling at breakneck speed. Kardoverin constantly re-adjusted the controls. “Isn’t this a bit fast?”

The pilot’s answer came through clenched teeth. “If I could go faster, I would. I want us out of here and −” He paused. “Oh no, we are in deep...”

There was a staccato rattle of automatic weapons fire from one side. The burst struck the pilot, jerking his body against the seat harness. Kardoverin tore his gaze from the monitors, looked towards where the noise had come from. The second burst hit the front of the flitter, and the engine began to whine. Kardoverin frantically unbuckled his harness and stood up to reach over the pilot’s body for the controls. The third burst struck him in the chest, spun him round and left him draped over the side of the flitter. Thirty seconds later, with no one at the controls, the flitter struck the rock wall of the gorge, and exploded.

***
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Haldar Drom, Head of Investigative Services, Governor’s Investigation Office, settled back in his chair as the lights dimmed and two techs fiddled with the settings on the hologram. The opening credits rolled, accompanied by music Haldar was sure he’d heard played in a lift somewhere. As the techs fiddled, it expanded to fill a third of the room; apparently satisfied they moved back to their chairs at either end of the semicircle. 

The holo started with a schematic of the galaxy, viewed from the traditional starting point of Man, old Earth herself. The view panned across the galaxy before zooming in to the galactic rim, still viewed from somewhere nearer to the galactic centre. 

The voice-over started. “I was told at school that somewhere has to be the edge of the galaxy, and in this programme we take you there.” The holo zoomed through the schematic at speed, leaving some of those watching suffering from a vague sense of vertigo. The apparent motion became more sedate, the viewpoint, moving further and further out, to the wisp of stars on the galaxy’s outer fringes. “And here is Wilbur’s Wisp, and here (as the holo zoomed in) is the star at the furthermost edge of the Wisp.  This is a star so insignificant that even the locals still call it by its catalogue number, MM43-62.” The holo continued to zoom in, “and here is Tsarina, quite literally the edge of our universe.”

Haldar prodded the man in the next chair, Guthan Teel, Head of Technology in the Governor’s Investigation Office. “I thought they got permission to film because it would be a boost to trade and tourism.”

“You should see the stuff some of their competitors have produced in the past,” Guthan replied, sardonically. “These people are positively gushing compared to the others.” He gestured to the holo, “They had to be, the amount of our stock footage they scrounged.”

The holo now showed Tsarina rotating in the centre, whilst various minor figures appeared around it, strutted briefly as the voice-over mentioned them, and then disappeared.

“Savants tell us that Tsarina wasn’t as much colonised as infected by humanity – explored for the sake of completeness and named after the exploration ship’s purser’s dog.” Here, an improbable dog borrowed from a children’s cartoon frolicked across the picture. “Ignored for generations, Tsarina achieved brief fame under the Salid Emperors. Salin IV was something of an astronomer and planned to build an observatory on the planet. When he died at the hands of the usurper Salin V, also known as Salin the Paranoid, the new emperor visited Tsarina to try and work out what his predecessor had really been planning. He decided that Tsarina would be a useful defence post in case of invasion from the globular clusters that orbit the galaxy. I suppose that just goes to show how paranoid he was. He appointed a military governor, but to prevent the new officer plotting to overthrow him, there was no budget to go with the role.”

Guthan leaned across to Haldar as a succession of ancient likenesses passed through the holo. “Nothing much changes, then.”

“Given that you take a good seven-eighths of the Investigation Office budget, that’s a bit rich.”

Guthan grinned at him. “In our hands, it’s invested; we are the one part of government that runs at a profit. You just blow it on salaries and fripperies like that.”

The voice-over continued, oblivious to their comments. “The original military governor was a man of infinite resource, with contacts in the prison service. He ‘conscripted’ both long-term prisoners and those condemned to death. By calling them the garrison, he managed to ship them to Tsarina using ships of the Imperial Navy thus securing, at minimal cost, the permanent defensive capabilities of the outpost. Yet it was the fourth hereditary governor, Kaunas, who was the first to actually visit the planet. He had enemies in Court, including the entire Imperial family. Hence Kaunas fled to Tsarina with just a few friends, a couple of ships, and a full rebel Marine Division.”

“You can see why he numbered the Imperial family among his enemies,”

Guthan grunted. “Not sure why we’re getting the history lesson, though.”

“It gives the viewer context, and allows the series’ writers to claim their stuff is educational – and that entitles them to ransack the various communities’ school budgets.” Haldar pondered briefly, “Which is something we haven’t tried ourselves yet.”

The holo viewpoint had zoomed in much closer to the planet and was picking out details of geography. It showed Kaunas City, situated on the extreme Eastern end of the continent of Lorenz. There were some shots of the delta at the mouth of the Colitas River, picturesque moss shrouded tree stumps overshadowing small channels, inter-cut with stock footage of wildlife. The view passed up the river, pointing out the towns and giving various details and views taken at street level. There was Warren, built on stilts above a plain infested by giant gastropods reared for their meat and mucus trails; Lydia, the town built over a lake, myriad walkways snaking between impractically ornate stilt houses, floating islands and houseboats; finally, there was Kenehan, where the forest and town are intertwined, and where the finest furniture in the galaxy is made. The holo then moved back to Kaunas City and along the coast to overlook the straits of Farrant, which separates Lorenz from Akin. The holo showed the sea-scoured rocks of the straits, small indigenous amphibious creatures scrambled about on sucker-tipped feet, searching the scarlet weed for invertebrates. The sound of the roaring water forced through the tidal narrows reverberated around the room. The viewpoint pulled out and the noise lessened to allow the voice-over to continue.

“But for this programme we are going to concentrate on the exotic inhabitants of Akin, especially the mountain principalities which border the lands settled by the ‘Church of the Numinous Atmosphere’. This bizarre sect has, for many generations, comprehensively failed to maintain order amongst its neighbours.” There were groans from around the semicircle and one voice, Rolor’s, said, “We’ll sue!” There was laugher round the room; Rolor, one of the department’s design engineers, came from Akin.

Another voice spoke up. It was Doran Stilan, head of the diplomatic service. “Do we need the full programme? Can we not just cut to the interesting bit?” 

“Not like you to want us to skip the pretty girls, Doran.” 

Haldar recognised the voice; it was the Governor, Vladimir Kaunas. He must have wandered in late; Haldar had not seen him arrive. 

“You know me, Vladimir, but given the age of this stock footage, they’ll probably be grandmothers by now.”

Haldar felt he ought to keep the meeting focused, “Guthan, please have your techs take us to just before the incident. I’ll get up and talk us through it.”

Haldar stood up and unconsciously straightened his suit jacket. Too long in uniform, he always felt half dressed in civilian clothes. He walked to the low lectern by the Hologram. The tech pointed to a keypad on the lectern and gave him whispered instructions as to how the keys worked. There were times when he wished Guthan and his staff could just stop ‘improving’ everything. He took a quick look at the Hologram and saw it was ready. He pressed the play button.

“This footage was shot at the end, it was never edited, has no voice-over and isn’t part of any broadcast, but we got it when we intercepted everything else. Now if you look here,” Haldar gestured with the pointer, “you will see the sides of the gorge as the flitter enters. The camera work is excellent, the detail as good as one could hope for. We see an empty gorge, with a stream running at the bottom. This is pretty much what we’d expect in such an infertile area; grass of sorts growing through shattered lichen-covered rock, even a yak cow suckling a calf. Just the sort of thing the camera man was probably looking for. There’s even a few more yak being herded by children wearing yak-hide clothing, perfect for local colour. But now look,” Haldar froze the scene. “We’re further into the gorge. Strangely the gorge floor has been cleared of fallen rock, indeed it has been levelled.” He moved the pointer. “Down this face we can see someone has gone to the trouble of cutting a road. And here, look, we can see a column of people on the road, most of them in shapeless smocks.” He played with the zoom and the people filled the image. “As you can see, virtually all the people appear to be female, wearing what I would describe as surgical gowns.” He moved the pointer along the line. “This figure here is also carrying what looks like a firearm. The locals are allowed only such as they can produce themselves, normally traditional single shot weapons which use homemade black powder.” 

Haldar zoomed out and allowed the film to continue. “As you can see there are further parties. Some appear to be porters carrying quite large loads, here, here, here and especially here.” His pointer stabbed out in time with his words. “And at this point, things are starting to go badly wrong. From the change in camera angles we can see the craft is starting to climb. I suspect the pilot has seen something, and I suspect it was...” Here Haldar paused, allowed the film to run, and then froze it, “this.”

In the centre of the holo there stood the figure of a man. He was dressed in heavy shapeless winter clothing, but the freeze frame had caught him in the act of bringing a weapon to bear. Haldar continued “And here we see something that should not be present. No black-powder weapon, this.” He zoomed in. The figure grew until it filled the holo but was starting to lose focus. “I suspect that this is a reasonably modern Combat Rifle.” Haldar allowed the sequence to run, and the blurred figure could be seen to work a bolt on the weapon to cock it, and then bring it to his shoulder. As the audience watched in silence, the rifleman fired three bursts; seconds later the holo lost focus, flashed white, and stopped. “You might have noticed,” Haldar added, “that there was no sign of cartridges being ejected. This weapon is using caseless ammunition.”

“I’d say he was using an Altech Defender.” The voice was that of Doran Stilan. “We use them in Embassy Protection; they’re a decent rifle. Altech manufacture them on at least six worlds in the Wisp and far more beyond, so they’re good to get spare parts for. Trouble is they’re so widespread they’re virtually generic, but the least I can do is have my people check our inventory, see if there are any missing.”

“If you will, Doran,” said Governor Vladimir from his seat behind everyone else. “We’ve spent a lot of time keeping effective military technology out of the hands of the Border Kingdoms. I don’t want to see that hard work wasted because someone in stores gets greedy.”

Vladimir got to his feet and made his way out to the front. “I hope I don’t have to tell you gentlemen and ladies that this information is not to go any further. A rifle out of place is not a cause for panic. I certainly don’t want various authorities on Akin getting upset. I’ve already had an urgent request for a meeting from the Patriarch of the Church of the Numinous Atmosphere.” Vladimir turned to Haldar. “And how long have we had a policy of reconnaissance by journalist?” 

Haldar pondered his words. “Formally, never. But in reality, given budgetary constraints, it is a cost effective way of monitoring the periphery.” 

“Put like that I’m probably in favour.” Vladimir turned to those sitting listening to him. “So Doran, can you get back to me and to Haldar here quickly?” 

The head of the diplomatic service twitched the cuffs of his Watch Company dress uniform. “I can give him details of stocks on Tsarina tomorrow at the latest, but obviously stocks off-world in embassies will take weeks to come in.”

“Right, Haldar, you provide me with an assessment of the situation once you’ve got the details from Doran and his department.”

Haldar gathered his notes from the lectern. “That we will do, Sir.” 

***
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When Haldar walked out of the meeting, Guthan accompanied him. “Guthan, can you get me full location details of the incident? I would like a chance to take a look before too many people start to remove the evidence.”

“Easily done; but aren’t you waiting for the report from the Embassy Protection?” 

“Forward it to me. I want to get out into the Border Kingdoms and see what’s going on.” 

“In person?”

Haldar said ruefully, “Due to the fact that we’ve not got any budget left to fritter away on field agents, yes.” They walked a little way down the corridor and he added, “At the moment, I have three full-time field agents and a dozen more who hold down steady jobs working for other people but report to me. So I’m going to have to go myself.”

They reached the door that led to the wing housing the Governor’s Investigation Office. Haldar opened the door and allowed Guthan through first. Guthan paused. “Before you go, there is someone you will have to meet. We have an Inspector Galway of the New Charity Gendarmerie who has arrived on official business.”

“Do we have any relations with New Charity? I’m a bit vague as to where it is.” 

“I had to look it up; they’re a rather prosperous agricultural world not too far from Havadon, at the foot of Wilbur’s Wisp. Obviously with Havadon being a major trading and manufacturing world with limited agricultural resources, New Charity does pretty well out of the deal. But back to your point, their police are recognised as at least adequate in all the local sector and sub-sector policing agreements. They’re signatories of the Wilbur’s Wisp co-responsibility agreement. So he’s unlikely to be a torturer, and he probably isn’t corrupt.” 

“OK, I might as well see him now; get it out of the way. But why does he want me?”

Guthan stopped by the office door. “You forget, we don’t have a planet-wide policing authority, because...” and here he paused as if recollecting a quote. “We’re a proud collection of autonomous and self-governing communities. Hence off-planet bodies always talk to the Governor’s Office. In this case, that means you.”

“Up until now I’ve avoided dealing with the rest of the universe. I’ve enough problems at home. Have him join me in the dining room, since it’s about time to eat. Anything else?”

Guthan thought briefly. “Could you sweet-talk the Marines for me? I’ve had a call from SRCC, they want an electronic warfare officer up on the satellite promptly, and the Marines owe you more favours than they owe me.”

Haldar sounded genuinely surprised. “I thought you were always giving the Marines new toys to play with before you sold them to everyone else.” 

“Problem is,” here Guthan sounded embarrassed, “they expect experimental kit to work all the time. They get upset when it malfunctions. They’re not the ideal test subjects. But at least they don’t actually charge me for testing them.” 

***
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Sergeant Lian Gorfan propelled himself along the line that stretched between the shuttle and satellite base station. When he’d been a child his grandmother had always said, disparagingly, “That lad don’t know which way’s up!” Well now he did. Forget about the universe, up is defined by the airlock you are leaving.

Another thing he’d learned in the marines, quality was shown in little things. It was the care taken by the tech who serviced your vac suit, the care taken when ‘throwing the line’ between two vessels. In this case it was the care the shuttle pilot had taken to align the shuttle airlock with the base station airlock so both were the ‘same way up’. Indeed the SRCC team which had placed the base station in orbit had made sure that its ‘top’ was aligned with the north pole of Tsarina. It seems a little thing, but it meant that as he moved along the line, he didn’t have a vertiginous feeling that he was about to plunge a thousand miles down to the planet surface. No, the planet was hanging there ahead of him, just to the left of the base station. 

He glided along the line, the momentum of his first jump carrying him smoothly along. Ahead of him, it must have been early afternoon in Kaunas City; he couldn’t make out the city itself but could see the straits of Farrant. Akin was moving through evening, great swirls of dark cloud covered it, thickening toward the north.  

He turned his attention to the station ahead of him. The hull plates were enamelled, another useful indicator that someone was taking care. The enamel coating wore better than steel. So if you expected the installation to last into its second century, enamelling was a cost-effective process. He reached the airlock, swung down, punched the ‘open’ button and waited for the door to slide open.

He unclipped from the line and stepped into the airlock. He put down his tool chest and stood at ease, glancing around while waiting for the air pressure to equalise. Above the internal door, moulded into the metal was the slogan, “The Sands River Citrus Cooperative: Serving its members for over four thousand four hundred years.” Lian had read up about the SRCC in the shuttle. Formed initially as an agricultural cooperative it had branched out into meteorological prediction and weather satellites. From there to providing ‘intra-system traffic control services’ was a small step. Now the SRCC had a presence in well over a thousand systems, and insurance premiums were lower if you were shipping in an SRCC-monitored system. 

The inner door of the airlock opened, and Lian could see two men waiting for him, each wearing nondescript grey overalls with SRCC badges on the left breast.  Lian unfastened his helmet. “Good day, gentlemen. I am Sergeant Lian Gorfan of Tsarina Marine Division; I believe you have a problem.”

The older of the two men stepped forward. His head was shaven and tattooed extensively. Lian put him down as a Hubwards Initiate from Kraft. 

“I’m Taf, the Meteorologist,” said the man. “This is Aran, my colleague and intra-system traffic controller. I’ll try and explain while you take your vac suit off.” Lian gave him a casual salute and nodded to Aran. Aran too, had his head shaved, but Lian noticed that his overalls were short-sleeved and that on his arms and hands sections of the skin appeared to be covered with small mirrors. These mirrors were flexible; Lian could see that they conformed to the movements of the skin.

Lian started to remove his gloves. Taf, with the air of a lecturer faced with students of uncertain intellect, began. “What do you know about computers?”

Lian looked up from unfastening the seals on his torso plate. “Well, I hold the standard naval qualifications.”

“So you know that no one in their right mind links one computer to another so they can communicate electronically.”

Lian parroted the answer from one of his training manuals. “This is Standard Operating Procedure to stop some bright twelve year old producing a virus which can disrupt banking systems or send power stations off-line.”

“Exactly,” Taf sounded like he was trying to encourage one of the slower members of class, “and so we communicate with computers through a keyboard, voice, hand-signals or by having them use optical recognition software on printed documents. Except that, at SRCC, we don’t. Because of the sheer volume of meteorological data, we have to use electronic transfer as well.”

Lian felt he had to prove he wasn’t out of his depth here so interjected, “Some warships use linked systems as well, but obviously they are sealed from outside contact.” 

Taf smiled in a slightly patronising manner. “And obviously we make sure that software is securely hardwired into the computer. This reduces the risk of problems introduced from outside.”

Lian had finally taken his vac suit off and hung it on the peg next to the airlock. Aran, who had been listening to the conversation with a slightly amused expression said, “You both ignore the fact that deeper towards the galactic core they allow computers to communicate electronically as standard. It’s just we haven’t the sophistication to cope with either their viruses or their informal attempts to take over our systems.” He rubbed his eyes with one hand and added, “I suggest we just show him the problem.”

“OK. I just didn’t want our systems here to come as a surprise to him.” Taf sounded a little hurt.

“I am an electronic warfare technician,” Lian said, slightly put out by their attitude, “I’m only ever surprised by systems that are properly maintained and doing what they were designed to do.”

Aran beckoned Lian to follow, and he stepped through a hatch into the control room. This room had two chairs, each facing a bank of computers.

“This is where we work, above is the living area,” Aran explained.

“If you can call a sleeping space the size of a coffin a bedroom, and an exercise bike mounted above the galley table a gym, then we lack for nothing,” Taf muttered.

Aran sat at one of the chairs. He raised a hand above his head and spoke briskly in a language Lian didn’t know. Four screens seemed to be extruded from the walls, each as tall as he was, and broader than they were tall. Aran gave another command, and the screens came to life. The big wall screen above him showed a section of space with Tsarina placed centre-stage. “We default to screens rather than holo, as that allows us to work on different projects at the same time,” Aran said. He raised his other hand and then brought both hands down by his sides. The screen dimmed, and instead Tsarina hung in the middle of the room. Round it orbited moons, satellites and various half-remembered pieces of debris. “This is the view that started it all. It’s footage that we stored when we decided it might be useful.”

Taf seamlessly cut across him. “I was using it for visual meteorological confirmation of our predictions.”

“It’s the equivalent of looking out of the window to check,” Aran added helpfully. “Anyway, as he was watching this, I saw a jump flash in the top far corner; it’ll be coming along any moment.” As they watched, the distinctive jump flash, which you get whenever a ship drops out of hyperspace, appeared, faded and was gone. “Someone had entered the system, so I routinely logged into the intra-system traffic system, and waited for whoever it was to contact us with their flight plan. Nothing happened.” Aran glanced across to Lian. “This isn’t that uncommon, some ships’ crews are slow, some forget, some are a bit casual, and some are smugglers or similar.” He pointed to another screen and said something in the same sing-song language. The screen became live, this one showing columns of numbers. “So I went into the data to find the ship, get a bearing on it and then contact them. But there was no ship.”

Lian felt he ought to contribute something. “Is that common?”

“Well is shouldn’t be, but is,” Aran admitted. “There are six geostationary satellites which collect data and beam it to us, using each other as relays, so you can get a lag. But after five minutes I got a little concerned, so I queried the appropriate satellite and took another dump of raw data.” He gestured and a long column of figures appeared on the screen. “This I analysed by eye on the screen, and I noticed this.” Aran gestured at the screen with a rod that had been clipped to his seat. The row of numbers he pointed at flashed red. “This is a ship entering; the line gives time, transponder code, heading, acceleration, velocity.” Aran gave a command, “and this is the information I was getting from this computer.” A second column of figures appeared, next to the first. “As you can see this ship has been totally ignored.”

“How does that happen?” Lian asked.

“In theory, it cannot happen. So I went back through all original data and did a check to see if this ship had ever been seen before. It had been picked up by the satellites, its details had been transmitted to us, but it had never been picked up in the processed data.”

“So what do you think is happening?”

Aran glanced at Taf. “Well, we put our heads together. We came to the conclusion that somewhere in this station there is a problem. I went through the various components and decided it would have to be the processor that accepts the data from all the relays and analyses it to produce the big picture.” Here Aran clapped his hands and spoke. The hologram changed. “You are now looking at a ‘real-time’ view of the system, showing Tsarina in the centre, a ring of satellites around it marked as little red jewels, and various symbols for various ships moving slowly across the screen. The ship whose jump flash we saw won’t show in this. We have played it forward and back for all the times we know the ship entered the system, and it has never appeared.”

Lian studied the screen. “So which processor is it?”

Aran gestured with a foot. “It’s this one down here. Take the cover off and you will see there are six boards. Tell us what you think.”

Lian knelt down and, pulling a screwdriver from his tool belt, unscrewed the cover. He laid the cover to one side and examined the boards suspiciously. 

“Were they all put in at the same time?”

“According to the records, these are the boards put in together some forty years ago, so they’re all the same age,” said Taf.

“Then why is this one a slightly darker shade than the others?”

“My guess was that it is from a different production batch. But according to the records, they’re all the same batch, installed on the same day.”

“I’ll get my toolbox.” Lian stepped out of the control centre and returned a minute later trundling the box behind him on its wheels. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

Aran glanced at Taf and said, “Be our guest; that is why we asked for help.”

Lian opened one of the drawers in his toolbox and rooted through it, finally producing an optical probe. “Can I plug it directly into a screen?”

Taf took the cable and plugged it into a socket; immediately they saw displayed a probe’s-eye view. Lian knelt down by the open processor case. He swiftly snapped together the stand so that the probe was supported. He then adjusted the stand so that the probe would pass above the boards without touching anything. Then he stood up and stepped back. He gestured to the pad in his hand. “With this control I can have my device move forward without making physical contact with the processor.”

The three men watched the screen as the mechanism moved slowly forward. It passed along the length of the suspect board until Lian halted it. “Now I’ll try various wavelengths.” On the screen the probe remained still, but the illumination varied as it blocked out different wavelengths. Suddenly the screen had a faint red glow.

“Infra-red, interesting.” Lian continued to allow the apparatus to check other wavelengths, but eventually brought it back to Infra-red. Slowly the probe eased forward again. At the far edge of the board Lian stopped the probe and gestured at the screen. 

“You don’t see many of these. Can you see that very narrow beam of infra-red?” The other two nodded, fascinated. “Well, your board takes very slightly more current than it should, and uses the extra to produce that beam.” Lian altered the probe angle carefully. “And there you can see the receptor, equally small. The whole set up is to catch a beam less than a mil across.” 

“So what is it doing?” Taf asked.

“Think of it as a tripwire. Break the beam, or move the board so that the beam no longer hits the receptor, and something will happen.”

“What?” Aran sounded more intrigued than nervous.

“A good question.” Lian started the probe moving forward even more slowly. “But it tends not to be good, otherwise the manufacturer would have mentioned it.” Lian halted the probe. “Ah, not good.” He pointed to the screen. See behind the receptor? It’s a directional broadcaster; by the look of it, one that is in intermittent contact with several receivers.”

“So what does that do?” Aran asked.

“I can’t tell you the particular model from here, but normally they would be fitted to direct a signal to multiple receivers. Each receiver would expect to get a signal every so often. It might be every ten seconds, ten minutes, or even ten days. But if the receiver doesn’t get the message, it normally switches off, or reverts to a default setting. I’ve known them used so that when a certain door is opened, the water-heater switches on. So by the time you arrive at the water-heater your beverage of choice is ready.”

Taf looked at Aran. “Does that sound like a service provided by our eternally generous employers?” Aran’s snort was answer enough.

Lian said, “Or if I was being paranoid, I would suggest that the receiver could be the detonator attached to an explosive charge.”

The two SRCC techs stood thinking, and then Aran said, “Paranoid sounds sensible.”

Taf asked, “So what do we do now?”

“I suggest you two suit up and cross to the shuttle. I will try and remove the board, but provide a substitute light source so the directional broadcaster doesn’t realise. If this works, I can get the probe to attach a monitor to the broadcaster, find out directions, frequencies etc, and I can then try and locate the receivers and find out what they’re attached to, and if possible, neutralise them.”

“And if it goes wrong?”

Lian grinned. “You might just have to get yourselves a new satellite.” 

***

[image: ]


An hour later, Lian, bulky in his armoured vac suit, was making careful adjustments to a cluster of light emitters on a stand. They formed a halo through which the computer board would be withdrawn. They were focused on where he calculated the receptor, as yet invisible, was. The probe, still in place, he unhooked from the screen and plugged it into a small comms unit. 

“Shuttle, can you read me?”

“We read you, Lian.”

“Right, I’m about set up here. Can you pick up the probe?”

“Affirmative Lian, we’ve got it on the screen in the bridge and our two new passengers are sitting here with us, watching it.”

“Right, I’ve voided this section to vacuum. I’m about to start the withdrawal and then I’m out of here. I’ll unhook the line as I leave and you reel me in. Don’t hang about, we don’t want to be near here if it does go off.”

“I hear you, Lian, I’ve got a man in our airlock to collect you.”

Lian checked everything for the last time. He turned the key to wind up the little clockwork motor that would withdraw the computer board. He was glad the other two weren’t present; techs always got unbearably patronising about the clockwork. But the little brass motor didn’t produce sparks and he knew of no electronic countermeasures that could attack it. Finally he switched on the light array. Then he backed carefully out, watching as the board started to move, a mil at a time. Satisfied the process was working as he intended, he turned, stepped into the airlock, unsnapped the line from the holding bracket, clipped it to his suit, and jumped.

Ahead of him he could see someone in the shuttle airlock wave, and then reach up to start the line motor. He also saw the shuttle drives fire briefly. With his getaway secure he turned to watch the satellite receding beneath him. It hung there, much as he remembered when he arrived, the dull green enamel hull coat contrasting with the bright bronze of the airlock. Now his shadow, vague and somehow amorphous, moved slowly across the dust scared surface.  He looked at the chronometer on his head-up display. The board should be out by now. 

“Shuttle, can you read me?”

“Yes, Lian.”

“What can you see from the probe?”

There was a brief silence then the voice spoke again. “It shows that the computer board has been withdrawn, and the area is flooded with infra-red.” There was silence again, then “It looks as if you’re hitting the receptor with infra-red.”
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