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The concrete chamber was dank and bare. Caged wall lights glowed a dull red, making areas of shadowy darkness so that it seemed a place without dimensions, a lost corner of a labyrinthine basement stretching for miles beneath the city. Water dripped solemnly, like slow seconds, and there was the sour odour of dampness and decay.


Sub-Basement 43, Northern Perimeter, West-Europ Dome City.


It was a depressing hole and the last place Ravella would have chosen to be if she could have helped it. Waiting tensely in the shadows, she glanced upwards towards the stairway, the breath fluttering lightly in her nostrils. He should have been here by now. Pressing a button on her wrist chronometer, she read off the luminous digital display. Supposing something had gone wrong? Perhaps he had been apprehended and their plan discovered? But if she was going to panic over a slight delay she had no right to be—


A sound made her hold her breath. She stood quite still, listen­ing, all her senses alert. Soft footsteps on the metal stairway. She strained to see in the gloom and made out the vague shape of a figure descending cautiously, testing the silence, watchful and uncertain.


The figure paused halfway. ‘Ravella?’


She let go the air from her lungs and emerged from the shadows: a slim, dark, attractive girl in her mid-twenties wearing the one-piece acrylic coverall of the Dome Dweller. The multi-coloured flash on her sleeve identified her as an electronics technician, grade three, in the Communications Division.


Everything was all right. It was Blake.


She called softly, ‘I’m here,’ and went swiftly to meet him at the foot of the stairs. ‘Did you have any trouble?’


Blake looked nervously into the darkness. He shook his head. ‘I followed the route you gave me. Didn’t see anybody.’ He wore the same type of one-piece coverall with the shoulder flash of the Engineering Division.


‘Good.’ Ravella became decisive. ‘What about eating and drinking?’ she asked him curtly. ‘Have you managed to do without?’


‘It’s about thirty-six hours since I had anything.’


‘And how do you feel?’


Blake grinned suddenly. ‘Hungry and thirsty.’


‘Nothing else?’


‘I don’t think so … ’ He didn’t seem entirely certain. ‘Though I’m not sure, I can’t describe it …’


‘More alert? More – receptive?’


She watched him, knowing the confused thoughts that must be in his head. They had certainly got to him, Ravella thought. She didn’t know his age but guessed he was in his early thirties, an imposing figure with a broad, solid torso and an unmistakably powerful set to his shoulders. His hair was thick and wiry, and dark – the same dark brown as his eyes, which were now shadowed with uncertainty, but which – she knew – could flash with a searing fire.


Blake shook his head uncertainly. ‘Tense is a better word. Most likely the excitement of breaking the rules by coming here—’


‘It’s not that,’ Ravella said peremptorily. ‘All our food and drink is treated with suppressants. Going without anything to eat or drink for a day and a half, the effect is beginning to wear off.’


‘Oh come on,’ Blake protested. ‘You don’t believe all those stories about our food being drugged, do you? It’s one of those myths that’s been going round for centuries.’


‘It happens to be true,’ Ravella asserted quietly.


Blake raised his eyebrows, smiling gently. ‘Nonsense. If you believe—’


Ravella grasped his arm and pulled him into the shadows. There was somebody on the stairway. They waited, breathing tensely, and then Ravella relaxed her grip when she saw it was Dal. The young man came quickly down into the chamber, his keen blue eyes searching the darkness, and Ravella ran to him and they embraced. Blake stood to one side, not wishing to intrude, feeling slightly uncomfortable. He was beginning to have doubts about being here at all; there was something he couldn’t quite grasp, a vague unease that he couldn’t define …


Ravella beckoned him forward and introduced them.


‘Dal Richie. Roj Blake. Dal is with the Hydroponic Division, Level 19.’


The two men shook hands.


‘I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,’ said Dal Richie, an edge of excitement to his voice. He looked at Blake intently, his manner one of guarded respect, as if meeting somebody whose reputation had preceded him. ‘I hear you have a family on one of the outer systems.’


‘That’s right,’ Blake affirmed. ‘My parents and a brother and sister. They’re on Ziegler 5.’


‘It’s a nice planet, so I’m told.’ Dal Richie’s eyes seemed to harden momentarily. ‘A bit like Earth used to be.’


‘They seem to like it.’


‘You hear from them much?’


‘I get tape letters a couple of times a year. Ravella told me you might have some news of them.’


Dal Richie shook his head. ‘No, not me. The man we’re going to meet­—’ He glanced at Ravella, and then went on, ‘He was on Ziegler 5 a few months ago. He specially asked us to contact you so he could pass the message along in person.’


‘How do I get to meet him? Where is he?’


‘He’s waiting for us,’ Ravella said smoothly. ‘Outside.’


Blake was shocked. He stared at her. ‘Outside …?’


‘Don’t look so worried,’ Dal Richie reassured him briskly. ‘It’s not all that bad. The air is fresh, so it smells different. It might be a bit colder, and if you’re lucky you could even feel rain.’ His youthful face lit up in a grin. ‘Ever been in rain?’


‘We’d better get started,’ Ravella interjected, consulting her digital chronometer.


‘Outside?’ Blake said worriedly. He hadn’t bargained on this.


‘Through there,’ Dal Richie said crisply, pointing to a heavy metal door set deeply into the concrete wall.


So that was the way Outside. Blake shuddered involuntarily. All of his thirty-five years had been spent inside the Dome; nobody ever ventured Outside, at least not of their own free will. Was it really worth it to have news of his family? He couldn’t remember the last time he had been afraid.


He started as Dal Richie touched his arm. ‘It’s only fair to warn you,’ the young man said, his face serious. ‘Going outside the Dome is a Category Six crime. If you’re caught there’ll be punishments and special treatments. It’ll go on your record – and that’ll mean however good you are in your job you’ll never get promoted to a senior echelon. You understand?’


Blake gazed at the door while he decided. He looked at the young man, saw something in his eyes that seemed to give him confidence. He nodded slowly.


‘One more thing,’ Ravella cautioned him in a low voice. ‘Whoever you see, whatever you hear tonight, you keep silent about. If you report anything to the authorities you’ll find yourself more deeply implicated than you can imagine.’


Blake looked from one to the other. ‘I understand.’


Dal Richie led the way across the chamber, taking a small black instrument from his pocket. Blake watched fascinated as the young man activated the device, which emitted a low pulsing hum, and scanned the lock.


‘Vibra lock-pick,’ Dal Richie explained as he worked. ‘Give me two minutes and it should be Open Sesame …’


Ravella had moved silently to the stairway. She peered upwards, frowning.


‘What is it?’ Blake asked in a whisper. ‘Did you hear something?’


‘I thought so.’ She turned away, shaking her head, and came back. ‘Nothing. Must have been my imagination.’


Dal Richie had completed his lock-picking activities. Now he took out a metre length of cable with a spring-loaded clamp at either end, fastened one clamp to the metal door-frame and the other to the door itself. ‘If you open the door it breaks a circuit and a fault is registered on the security computer.’ He flashed a brief mischievous smile at Blake. ‘This keeps the circuit intact.’ He straightened up. ‘Ready?’


Ravella nodded, her slim body tensed and waiting. Blake was about to say something and then changed his mind. He had come this far, he would go through with it: if the girl was prepared to venture Outside, so was he.


Dal Richie slowly turned the handle and the heavy metal door opened. Cold night air swirled in and Blake took a deep steadying breath. So this was what fresh air tasted like … not as bad as he had feared. Ravella stepped through the doorway and he followed her, Dal Richie close behind, shutting the door after them.


Blake couldn’t believe it: for the first time in his life he had left the protective sanctuary of the Dome. He was Outside!


As the door closed behind them the hidden watcher at the top of the stairway slid from the shadows and began silently to descend.


They had been travelling for thirty minutes or so, Blake estimated, though he had no idea of the distance they might have covered. The terrain was a mixture of thick under-growth and rocky outcrops, and in the almost pitch blackness he had to rely on his companions’ sense of direction; alone he would have been totally lost.


Dal Richie had halted and was crouched by a jumble of rock. He gestured Blake and Ravella to come forward and said in a low voice:


‘I’ll check ahead. Watch for my signal.’


When he had gone, swallowed up in the encroaching darkness, Ravella surprised Blake by cupping her hands to drink from a small stream which trickled through the rocks. She saw his expression and invited him to try some. He hesitated – then in a hurried movement scooped up a handful and drank it. It almost seemed to sting his mouth, it was so cold and sharp, and he pulled a wry face.


‘Natural water,’ Ravella informed him. Her face was a pale oval in the gloom, and he could see that she was grinning. ‘The stuff we get in the Dome has been recycled a thousand times. It’s been filtered, treated and dosed with suppressant.’


‘I like it better than this,’ Blake told her sourly.


Ravella knelt up and faced him abruptly; she seemed almost angry about something. ‘Doesn’t it bother you that you spend your life in a state of drug-induced tranquility?’ she demanded. ‘Do you like the idea that you’ve been turned into some sort of robot?’


‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Blake said dismissively. ‘It makes no sense. Just tell me why … why should the Administration want to doctor our food with drugs?’


Ravella clenched her fists. ‘Because it’s the only way they can keep control over eight hundred million people. There – in that city,’ and she pointed to where the light from the Dome was reflected in the night sky. ‘And do you want to know why they’ve been stepping up the suppressants?’


Blake watched her, his face clouded with uncertainty.


‘Because the number of dissidents is growing. People like Dal and me. We’ve seen what’s happening and we want to stop it before it goes too far.’


‘Stop what?’ Blake asked her, bewildered by her fervour. ‘What more do you want? We’re fed, clothed, sheltered. They look after us if we’re sick. Our intellectual and emotional needs are satisfied on the Sublim-circuits.’ He shook his head perplexedly. ‘What more could we need?’


Ravella gazed at him. ‘Don’t you know?’ she said softly.


Blake stared blankly into the darkness. ‘I know I’m content.’


‘They really cleaned your head out, didn’t they?’


‘What do you mean?’ Blake asked sharply, snapping back to look at her.


‘Don’t you remember anything about the treatments they gave you?’


‘I’ve had no treatments,’ Blake maintained stolidly.


‘It’s hard to believe. I thought there’d be something left … some trace of memory.’ She looked sorrowful, downcast.


Blake sighed impatiently. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I just don’t know what you’re getting at. What is it about my memory? And what are these treatments­—?’


Ravella held up her hand. Not far away a lamp had blinked: the signal they were waiting for. ‘It’s all clear. We can go in.’


She went quickly across the small clearing keeping low to the ground; Blake followed, stumbling in the darkness and cursing under his breath. What was she getting at, he wondered. There was something odd about all this; a persistent nagging unease hovered on the edge of his mind, taunting him like an unsolved riddle. It didn’t make sense, any of it, and yet …


But there wasn’t time to think. He tried to keep up with her. She was younger and fitter, darting through the undergrowth like a young gazelle. Blake was confused now, not knowing what to expect – but whatever he might have imagined lay ahead he was completely unprepared for the sight that was to confront him.


Pausing by a sheer rock face, Ravella deftly took his hand in hers and led him into a cavern lit by flickering torches. In the murky light he saw, conversing quietly in small groups of two or three, about twenty people who immediately fell silent the moment they entered. Blake took in several confused impressions all at once: the strange costumes of some of the people, which appeared to be a weird mixture of synthetic materials and animal skins, patched with leather and held together by thongs. The people themselves were rough-looking and unkempt, with matted hair and long beards, and he was aware of their curious, almost suspicious scrutiny. It was like suddenly coming upon a scene from the Stone Age.


There were Dome Dwellers here too, he realised after a moment, wearing the standard-issue acrylic coverall with its identifying shoulder flash. While he was still taking it all in, trying to comprehend it, a tall man with a lean intelligent face and white hair, who had been talking with Dal Richie, came across and greeted him warmly. He was about forty, Blake surmised, wearing a style of clothing he couldn’t recall ever having seen before.


‘Roj – good to see you! It’s been a long time.’


Blake was taken aback. As they shook hands he said hesitantly, ‘Nice to see you, but I …’


‘I’m sorry,’ the man said immediately, his expression pained. ‘That was stupid of me. Of course you won’t remember. Bran Foster. I would have been one of the people they blanked off.’


‘Blanked off?’ Blake said, frowning with sudden irritation. ‘Look, will somebody tell me what this is all about? Ravella keeps dropping hints about my memory and about treatments – I’ve had no treatments and my memory is fine. Now just what is all this?’


‘I know, I know,’ Bran Foster said placatingly. ‘I realise it’s difficult for you. And it’s just as difficult for all of us who knew you before. The important thing is that you’re here. It gives us a chance to explain and try and make you understand.’


‘I wish you would,’ Blake said grimly.


Bran Foster’s attention was caught by three new arrivals. He touched Blake’s arm and said, ‘Excuse me for a moment. Tarrant has just arrived and I must have a word with him. I’ll be right back.’


He turned away and Blake saw him shake hands with a rather serious-looking man with blond hair who was standing alone near the cavern entrance.


Who were all these people, Blake wondered. What was the purpose of this meeting, held in secret outside the Dome City? He had come here for no other reason than to receive word of his family, so just what was going on? He felt on edge and the suspicion lurked at the back of his mind that he had been tricked into coming here … but for what purpose? What did they want with him?


Turning to Dal Richie, he said, ‘These primitive-looking people in animal skins – they’re Outsiders, aren’t they?’


Dal Richie nodded, his keen blue eyes surveying the murmuring groups in the smoky flickering light of the torches. ‘Yes, there are quite a few of them working for our cause now.’


‘But once a person is condemned to live outside the city it’s treasonable to have any contact with him.’


‘That’s right,’ said Dal Richie calmly. He seemed un­perturbed. ‘But then, this whole meeting is treasonable. If it wasn’t so important we wouldn’t be taking the risk.’


‘I’m getting out of here,’ Blake informed him brusquely. I want nothing to do with it. You simply told me I was going to meet a man who had some news about my family – that was all and nothing more. I’m not going to get mixed up in all this.’ He started to move towards the cavern entrance. ‘I’m going back.’


Dal Richie grabbed his arm. ‘Hold on a minute. You ought to hear what Foster has to say first.’


Blake shook him off. ‘I don’t want to hear,’ he told the young man with a flare of irritation. ‘I should do my duty and report everything I’ve seen to the Administration.’


Ravella observed him coolly. ‘You can’t do that,’ she said in a quiet even tone.


‘Just how do you propose to stop me?’ Blake asked, meeting her look squarely.


‘We’ve taken precautions,’ said Dal Richie, his voice bland and expressionless. ‘There are certain documents in the city. They happen to have your signature on them – forged, of course. But convincing enough to implicate you in everything we’ve been doing over the past few months. Don’t have any doubts: one word in the wrong place can make you look as guilty as any of us.’


So it was a set-up. They’d planned it all down to the last detail. Blake felt a wave of anger rise up inside him and he lost control – grabbing wildly at the young man, feeling the need to lash out in blind frustration. Ravella hung on to Blake’s arm, struggling to restrain him.


‘All right, that’s enough!’ Bran Foster’s imperative command rang out and he pulled Blake away. ‘Leave us alone for a minute,’ he instructed Dal Richie and the girl. Then, taking Blake to one side, he spoke in a low, urgent voice:


‘Now calm down. First of all listen to what I have to tell you. After that you can do whatever you want.’


Blake regarded the tall white-haired man resentfully. He took a deep steadying breath and said, ‘All right, now what is it you know about my family?’


‘I’ll come to that. There are some other things you should know first.’


‘Forget the other things!’ Blake erupted. ‘Just tell me what you know!’


Bran Foster’s eyes went hard and cold. His jaw tightened and he said brutally, ‘They’re dead. Your parents. Your brother. Your sister. All four of them are dead!’


Blake stared at him in stunned silence. The man was lying. It was another trick; more cunning deceit. He refused to believe it.


‘I’m sorry,’ Bran Foster said, his voice softening. ‘I didn’t intend you should hear it like that.’ He seemed genuinely contrite. ‘They were executed four years ago. Just after your trial.’


‘Four years ago?’ Blake said incredulously. ‘No, it isn’t true.’ He shook his head stubbornly. ‘I still hear from them. I had a voice tape just a few months ago. They’re fine – they can’t be dead!’


‘Listen to me,’ Bran Foster said urgently. ‘The voice tapes are all forgeries. Do you understand? They’re part of the treatment to keep your memory suppressed.’ He sighed and laid his hand on Blake’s shoulder. ‘Look, this is going to be hard for you … but I have to tell you things about yourself of which you have no memory. Now just hear me out.’


Blake felt as if his mind was spinning in a vacuum. None of this made any sense. He pressed his fingers to his temples in order to steady his confused thoughts. ‘Go on,’ he said between his teeth.


Bran Foster glanced round, aware of the attention that was focused on them by the other groups. This was going to be difficult enough without an audience, he realised, and gestured towards a quieter part of the cavern, just inside the entrance. The two men found a place to sit among a small pile of rocks, facing one another.


Bran Foster studied his hands for a moment while he con­sidered how best to begin. Then he took a breath. I’ve got to go back just over four years. There was a good deal of discontent with the Administration. There were several activist groups but the only one that really meant anything was led by a man called … Roj Blake.’


He smiled faintly as Blake’s eyes came up to meet his. Their expression was blank, uncomprehending.


‘Yes, you,’ Bran Foster went on, with more emphasis. ‘There were a lot of people who believed in you. You and I worked together very closely. We were outlawed and hunted but we had friends and supporters and we were really beginning to get somewhere. Then we were betrayed,’ he said, his voice suddenly adopting a harsher tone. ‘I still don’t know who gave us away … but in the end you were captured. So were most of our followers.’


Blake had begun to experience instantaneous subliminal impressions, as if emanating from a locked corner of his mind. They were like the distorted fragments of a three-dimensional holograph flickering in a limbo of dead time – long ago and far away on the far side of an impenetrable barrier.


‘The Administration could have disposed of you, had you killed,’ Bran Foster’s voice went on steadily, ‘but that would have given the cause a martyr.’


As if in a nightmarish vision he saw hands reaching for him, huge white hairless hands, and then he was thrown violently to the ground, surrounded by grey-uniformed security guards who beat at him with black bully-sticks, their leering faces coming nearer and then receding as if in some grotesque ritual dance. The vision was frighteningly real …


‘Instead they put you into intensive treatment,’ Bran Foster’s voice intoned. ‘They erased specialist areas of your memory and implanted new ideas. They all but took you to pieces and rebuilt you. And when you were ready you broadcast a public statement.’


Now the image had changed and he was strapped to a bench. They were doing something to his head. He couldn’t see what it was but he felt the cold malignant sensation of metal against his forehead and temples … and then the vision shimmered under the onslaught of blinding white pain that seemed to sear through every cell of his brain. He felt his mind slipping away into greyness and it was as if he were falling away from himself, his own anguished face slowly vanishing in a gathering cloud of grey mist …


‘You said that you’d been misguided. You appealed to every­body to support the Administration and to hound out the traitors. You were very good,’ Bran Foster said, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘Very convincing.’


Blake shuddered and stared down at his clenched fists. His face was bathed in sweat. He moistened his lips and said ­quietly, ‘And the others … what happened to them?’


‘To make themselves look benevolent the Administration allowed them to emigrate to the outer systems. Like your family,’ Bran Foster told the ashen man in front of him, ‘they were executed on arrival.’


Blake struggled to take it all in. There was still much he did not understand; it was as if portions of his memory had been walled off with lead shielding, like the core in a nuclear reactor, and he had only the vaguest notion of what was hidden there, locked away from his conscious perceptions.


He looked up to meet Bran Foster’s forthright gaze. ‘Why are you telling me this now?’ he asked dully.


Bran Foster leaned forward, his lean intelligent face coming alive. ‘Because we’re getting ready to move again. To take action against the Administration. If it was known that you were here with us we’d get tremendous support.’


‘I see.’


‘Will you, Roj?’ He hung on Blake’s answer. ‘Will you work with us?’


‘I don’t know …’ Blake shook his head uncertainly. ‘It’s all too fast for me. I’m not even sure I believe everything you’ve told me.’


‘It’s true, every word of it.’


‘I’d like to think about these things for a while. Do you mind?’


Bran Foster stood up. ‘Take all the time you want. I’ll get this meeting started. We’ll talk again when we’ve finished.’ He smiled reassuringly and returned to the main area of the cavern.


Dal Richie, Ravella and Tarrant had been discussing what long-term effects the process of mental manipulation might have had on Blake. They paused as Bran Foster joined them and all four turned to observe Blake, who had risen and was standing, disconsolate and alone, at the entrance to the cavern.


Dal Richie looked questioningly at Bran Foster, whose expression was sober and withdrawn.


‘What do you think?’ the young man asked, voicing the question uppermost in all their minds.


‘I don’t know.’ Bran Foster gnawed his lower lip. ‘There’s nothing much left of the man I knew. We’ll just have to wait and see.’


They watched as Blake wandered aimlessly from the cavern, obviously plagued by doubt. It would take time – a great deal of time, Bran Foster told himself – for his old friend to pick up the pieces of his shattered past. Perhaps he would never make it. The Administration were exceedingly thorough in their methods. Especially when it was someone like Blake, who had been such a powerful and disruptive influence.


And yet he was vital to the cause – with Blake on their side they could at last begin to make real progress in their fight against the evil and corrupt forces which held sway over all their lives.


He mentally shook himself, casting aside these somewhat morose reflections, and stepped into the centre of the cavern, his voice ringing out authoritatively.


‘If you’ll all gather round we’ll get this meeting started.There are a number of important matters to be discussed.’


The Dome Dwellers and Outsiders fell silent and drew near in hushed expectancy.


Blake sat slumped on a rock, gazing upwards with dull eyes at the night sky. He had never known that the stars were so bright. Having lived his entire life within the confines of the Dome he had been used to seeing them as an indistinct glimmer of light, a diffuse blur beyond the curving thermoplastic shell. But they were really incredibly vivid: a magnificent glittering panorama spread across the heavens.


It was no good. Blake wrenched his mind back to grim, inescapable reality. Sooner or later he would have to confront the enigma of his lost past. The starscape was but a temporary distraction that his mind had fastened on in the forlorn hope of pushing aside the tortured questions that were hammering in his brain. Had Foster spoken the truth? Was it actually true that the Administration had done something to his mind, erasing whole segments of memory? In one way he couldn’t believe it; a persistent inner voice told him that it was nonsense; and yet while Bran Foster had talked he had received from somewhere deep in his subconscious fleeting images of terrifying events that seemed to have happened long ago – not to him, but to someone else … a stranger.


Another Roj Blake.


A faint sound on the breeze made him instantly alert. Some­body or something was moving through the undergrowth. Rising quickly to his feet, Blake strained to see in the enclosing darkness.


There it was again – a rustling of branches as if someone was creeping stealthily nearer. Swiftly, and not a moment too soon, he stepped behind a jumbled pile of rock and crouched down, and in that same instant distinctly saw two shadowy figures crossing the small clearing. They came to within three metres of his hiding-place, close enough for him to see that they carried weapons of some kind.


Blake felt his throat constrict. The distinctive snub-nosed shape of the V-911 para-handgun issued only to the guards of the Security Division. He pressed himself against the rock, hardly daring to breathe.


There was a subdued bleeping sound and one of the guards unhooked a two-way communicator from his belt and thumbed a button.


‘Report.’


‘All units in position,’ came the terse reply.


‘Understood. Out.’


The guard returned the communicator to his belt and nodded slowly to his companion, as if in confirmation that everything was going according to plan.


Slowly, and with the utmost caution, Blake attempted to move deeper into the covering undergrowth. In an obscure way that he didn’t understand it seemed imperative that he warn Bran Foster and the others: on the evidence before him, this seemed like a full-scale operation – and the Security Division wasn’t noted for its gentle, considerate handling of Dome Dwellers who broke all the rules and regulations by going Outside.


The two guards remained motionless, looking away into the darkness, their attitude suggesting that they were awaiting a signal.


Using the rock as cover, Blake edged backwards. He started to turn, crouched on all-fours, and there was an almost imperceptible sound as a dead twig snapped beneath his foot.


Blake froze, the breath locked tight in his chest.


One of the guards looked round, raising the blunt snout of his para-handgun, and advanced towards the rock. He had only to look beyond it to see Blake, exposed and helpless, without a prayer of reaching the dense covering of greenery. Discovery seemed inevitable; the guard’s head loomed above him, a sheen of light reflected on the curved visor of his helmet, and his companion broke the pressing silence.


‘There it is!’


A green light winking from across the clearing.


The guard turned away and quickly unhooked the communicator from his belt. He pressed the transmit button and uttered a brief command, a harder edge to his voice.


‘All units move in!’


They moved swiftly and silently away, gliding like ominous shadows in the direction of the cavern. Blake emerged from behind the rock. It was too late, he could do nothing. Better to return to the city while he had the chance. He started to cross the clearing but had gone no more than a few paces when something stopped him. He couldn’t leave them: every instinct was urging him to do what he could to help, even at the risk of his own safety and well-being.


Bran Foster had awakened certain disturbing events in his memory, just for a short while had penetrated the grey blanket of the past, and, if for no other reason, Blake owed him something for that.


The white-haired man had an air of quiet authority. He spoke in an even, unhurried tone to the small gathering that was but one tiny fragment of a movement that was growing stronger day by day.


The group listened intently, the torchlight making shifting patterns on their serious, determined faces.


‘Settlers in many of the outer systems are demanding greater autonomy. If their voices can be unified, the Administration will have to listen. The security forces are already stretched. If our campaign of civil disobedience here on Earth is stepped up, they’ll have to concentrate their forces here, and that will give the outer systems much more freedom of action.’ Bran Foster held up his right fist and clasped it firmly in his left palm. ‘Our aim is to, have at least one world declare its independence within the next two years.’


At this there was a low murmur of approval from Dome Dwellers and Outsiders alike; in this they shared a common goal.


Dal Richie stood up and the gathering quietened.


‘In the next few months we want to cause as much disruption as possible in the food manufacturing divisions. There is nothing more effective than ration cuts to cause unrest.’ He pulled a sheaf of papers from a vinyl pouch. ‘I’ve listed the methods by which this disruption can be implemented.’


He handed the sheets to Ravella, who helped distribute them. She could tell from their expressions that many of the people were glad that at last there was to be positive action against the Administration. This was why they had risked their lives by coming here. And if Blake would only agree to join their cause, it wouldn’t be long before their efforts began to have real effect.


A curved polished surface caught her eye and she looked up, puzzled and distracted, and the blood seemed to solidify in her veins.


A line of black-helmeted security guards blocked the entrance, their para-handguns pointed unwaveringly at the assembly. It had been a very silent invasion, so much so that it was several moments before the murmur of voices fell away to an absolute stunned silence.


Before anyone could react, or do anything foolish, Bran Foster stepped quickly forward, holding out his arms in a gesture that was at once calming and conciliatory.


‘There will be no attempt to resist arrest,’ he told his silent followers. ‘No matter what the provocation there will be no resort to violence.’


He faced the leader of the force, a short bulky man with the insignia of a captain on his sleeve.


‘We claim our rights as citizens and demand that we be treated as civil prisoners.’


The Captain stared at him, betraying no emotion. Then, with the most indifferent and economical of movements, he pressed the button and fired a blast at point-blank range. There was an intense burst of searing flame, a crackle of discharged energy, and Bran Foster was enveloped in a brilliant glowing halo of red.


Instantly he fell to the ground, the force-field dispersing round his lifeless body.


The guards moved forward in a solid line, their weapons raised and ready for firing.


Outside, Blake heard a fierce and prolonged crackling roar and saw the cavern entrance light up. He stood, transfixed with horror, as the mingled sounds of screams came to his ears, hardly believing what was taking place. Then, as the full terrible reality of it came to him he slumped to his knees and buried his head in his hands. After a while there was no other sound on the night air except for the muffled sobs he could no longer contain.
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