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“NO CHANCE.”

“Tony, come and see this.”  The Bean led me to an empty office in the headquarters of the Galactic Federation on the planet Yband 4.

She took me to the command chair, the bottom of the U of seats facing the screen of Victor, the Federation computer..  “Would you hold Cuddles here?”

Cuddles is a baby frong, an animal from the planet Xavu 6.  He looks like a pea-green dragon about the size of a cat.  The Bean rescued him from a huge bird that killed his mother.  Now he seems to think she’s his mother – and I reckon she thinks so too.

When Cuddles wasn’t with the Bean, he moped and refused to eat.  But Federation rules say animals must not be removed from their native planets.

The Bean’s my cousin, and we’re agents – Troubleshooters – of the Federation.  Martin, our commander, had sent us to this spare office while he tried to get special permission for Cuddles to stay on a planet near Earth, so the Bean could visit him until he was older.

She put a yellow rubber dog’s bone on the floor to the left of the screen, and a lump of broccoli at the right.

She stood beside me.  “Tony, let go of Cuddles.  Cuddles, show Tony what you can do.”

Cuddles trotted forward.  Knowing him, I reckoned he was going straight for the broccoli: he’s mad about the stuff.

I glanced at the Bean.  She was crouching, watching Cuddles.

Near the screen, Cuddles slowed, and his head swung from side to side as he looked at the bone and the broccoli.  He glanced over his shoulder at the Bean, staring at him.

The office door slid open, and Martin leaned in.  “Bea!  Tony!”

Cuddles shot to the broccoli and gobbled it.

I couldn’t help laughing.  “Well, Bean.  That was a surprise!”

As we followed Martin to his office, she said,  “Cuddles seems to know what I’m thinking, so I’ve been training him to do what I want, just by concentrating.”

Young people from Earth, like the Bean and me, can sense the feelings of people and animals from other planets.  Since the Bean and Cuddles loved each other so much, I understood why she would try it.  But I said,  “No chance.”

“I think he was starting to....”

“Nah.  He’ll never do it.”

“We’ve been practising.”

“No way.  If you can persuade Cuddles to do what you want, just by thinking, I’ll kneel in front of him, kiss his nose, shake his paw and apologise to him.”

“Do you promise?”

Something in her voice made me glance at her.  She was smiling.

Oh!  Had my big mouth got me in trouble again?  But I wasn’t backing down.  I said,  “Sure!”

As we went into Martin’s office, the Bean asked him,  “Do you have the permission for Cuddles already?”

“No.  But I may have a job for you.”  He took the commander’s chair.  The Bean and Cuddles sat on the settee that made the left arm of the U, and I took the one at the right.

Simon said,  “Listen to this.  Victor, wake.  Play that message.”

A boy’s voice came from the terminal.  “To the Galactic Federation.  Send help.  Please!  My friend... my friend, Elmonel, has been banished to the Outer Lands.  She will... she will die if... if....  Oh!”
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“AN INSPECTION TEAM?”

“That’s it,”  said Martin.  “Victor, tell us how you received that.”

“Someone came to the terminal on Quaha 10 and gave that message.  He did not order it to be transmitted but, because of the content, I informed sector headquarters.”

“Bea, Tony, what do you think of it?”

The Bean said,  “He was desperate.”

“Do you think it’s genuine?  He sounded young.  Could he be playing a game?”

“No.  I’m sure he meant it.”

“Yeah,”  I said.  “It was something in his voice.”

“That’s what I thought,”  said Martin.  “In that case, you’ve been ordered to investigate.  You’ll have no problem with the conditions.  The climate is warmer and drier than Sol 3 Scotland.”

“Then we won’t need our expedition suits.  Victor, let’s see an aerial photo of the place.”

It came up on the screen – a ragged island in a grey sea.  “The natives live here.”  The picture zoomed in on the top, a rocky headland with two dark lines across it – one at the base, and one about halfway up.  It was dotted with little blocks – buildings – scattered around, not arranged in streets.  Beyond the lower line, the island was green, with the square shapes of fields and patches of trees and bushes.

The Bean asked,  “What are those dark lines across the headland?”

Victor answered,  “The upper one is a wall.  The lower one is a trench.”

“Why do they have that wall and trench?”

“The trench is the current boundary between their Inner Lands and their Outer Lands.  The wall is a former boundary.”

The Outer Lands!  The Bean and I looked at each other.  I asked,  “What do they mean by the Inner and Outer Lands?”

“They live in the Inner Lands.  Their fields and orchards are in the Outer Lands.”

“Why do they need a trench between the Inner Lands and the Outer Lands?”

“I have been informed that it marks the boundary.”

“If it’s just a marker, why do they need something as big as that trench?”

“I have not been given that information.  You would have to ask the natives.”

“We’ll do that.  Let’s see a picture of them.”

It showed five people of different ages, maybe a family.  They might’ve been well-tanned white Europeans in buff sleeveless tee-shirts, knee-length kilts and sandals.

“Any animals?”

“The island has two large animals.  The quahorse.”  It looked like a short-legged pony with long hair.  “The natives ride it, and use it to carry loads.  And the quacat.”  A dark brown animal, streaked with pale brown, looking like a grumpy cat.  “It lives wild in the forests.”

Martin said,  “Well, that’s Quaha 10.  Do you want to investigate?”

“Yeah,”  I said.  “Definitely.”  The Bean nodded.

“Then you’ll have to go with an Inspection Team.”

“No!”

“An Inspection Team?”  said the Bean.  “Isn’t that usually two Investigators?”

“That’s right.  The Investigators will keep the planet’s leaders busy while you two pry – with your eyes, ears and minds.  See what you can find out.”

I said,  “I’ll tell you now what we’ll find out.  Zilch.  The planet’s leader will make sure the Inspection Team doesn’t get near the boy who sent that message.”

“They may not know.”

“Wanna bet?  And Inspections are dire.  Boring tours of boring factories.  Boring parades.  Boring speeches.  Why can’t we make a secret visit?”

“The planet’s leader is proud of his people’s traditions, and worried that visitors from other planets would spoil their way of life.  He only agreed to join the Federation if they have no visitors.  So we daren’t risk a secret visit.  If you were found, the leader would complain that the Federation had broken its word.  If you want to visit Quaha 10, you’ll have to go with an Inspection Team.”

“Why are they allowed to go?”

“It’s a condition of joining the Federation.  An Inspection Team must visit every planet from time to time, to make sure it’s peaceful and well run.”

“Peaceful and well run?  Well, I wouldn’t bet Quaha 10’s that.”
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We met the Inspection Team at the transporter on Braive 3, the nearest inhabited planet to Quaha 10.

The leader was an old guy called Fius.  He was human-like but white – white like milk – with thin orange veins showing on his cheeks and the backs of his hands.  He strode towards us, hands up, palms forward.

I lifted my hands, and we touched palms.  “Greetings.”  He didn’t think much of us, but he was too polite to show it.

The other member of the team, Ilxva, was also human-like – just.  She was about a metre taller than Fius, but brown and skinny, like a stick insect.  Her body wasn’t much thicker than my leg, and her arms were skinnier than the Bean’s.  We exchanged bows with her.

Fius frowned.  “What’s that?”

The Bean went red.  “That’s Cuddles.  When he’s not with me, he mopes and refuses to eat, so I’ve been ordered to take him with me wherever possible.”

“Hmm.  Our orders are that Ilxva and I are to keep the Quaha 10 leaders amused while you two look around.  How old are you?”

I answered,  “I’m thirteen, and Bea’s eleven.”  Our wrist units would translate them to ages he could understand.

“Hmm.”  Meaning,  “I don’t expect two kids to do anything useful.”  To be fair to him, he didn’t know about our mind-sensing.  We’ve been ordered to keep it secret.

Fius faced the door of the Quaha 10 transporter.  “Open.”  It slid aside.  We went in – like a lift.  “Close.”  The door slid shut.  “Operate.”  My guts twisted as the transporter worked.  “Open.”  The door slid aside, and we had our first look at Quaha 10.
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