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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









CHAPTER I


Dam Stormdragon brought the water-sled expertly round to the mooring pole, killed the engine, and used his powerful muscles to steady the craft while Tetri jumped the half meter from the pier to the sled’s deck. When she was safely seated he revived the turbine and let the wash of the jets build before he cast free and made a long, slow arc back to the centre of the canal.


“And where would Tetri like to go this evening?” he teased.


“You know perfectly well! To the Water Forest—you promised!” Her voice was nearly lost beneath the turbine’s roar. “But we’ve got to be home by twenty-seven hours for the farewell party. Senator Anrouse is guest of honour.”


“Let’s hope he doesn’t make us late for blast-off with one of his interminable speeches.”


They both laughed as Dam pushed the water-sled swiftly through the waters of the canal. The passage of the craft woke tinkling echoes from stone-blocked recesses in the banks, and the creamy wake washed high against the corners of the old steps. It was nearing the end of first-light, and the waterways were nearly deserted: already Castalia’s great moon was beginning to soften the shadows under the bridges; soon the great star-banks of the Hub would take upon themselves the chore of providing second-light, relegating the dizzy moon to a mere diversion in the sky.


Coming to the river, they turned upstream; here the swell so bounced the little sled that Dam was forced to reduce speed and pay heed to the dictates of the tide. This compromise between the forces of nature and his own skill and the power of his engines was a challenge he relished. Tetri relaxed and leaned back, enjoying the sight of his strong face with its comprehending eyes as he concentrated on navigating through the difficult currents to reach the narrower channels leading to the Water Forest. Both were aware that this might be their last time together.


The super-abundance of water on Castalia made natural fountains commonplace, but nowhere was there such a display as the Water Forest could provide; especially in the wake of the moon when the great subterranean tides hurled water upwards through a plain of lightly-fragmented bedrock, creating whole an ephemeral landscape sculptured from living water. Dam had been born on the Forest’s edge; he knew the ways of the waters better than many of the guides. Now, with skillful hands at the sled’s controls, he took the craft through and around the graves of sparkling silver “trees”, where the fountains spun faster and purer and more mobile than any who had not seen them could possibly have believed. The great ranks of the stars above contributed a billion scintillating points of light which were then refracted by the flying spray, arching the whole scene with a rainbow canopy which touched fringes of color into every dancing water-wraith.


Spray-drenched but enthralled, Tetri could not remember ever having enjoyed the forest so much. She suspected Dam must have taken her through some of his private places, places he normally reserved for himself. Finally they drew in at one of the rest-cabins and luxuriated in soft towels, soft music, and sweet wines until their clothes had been dried and returned to them. Then it was time to set off for Tetri’s home and the last farewells before the trip to Terra.


As he pushed the sled through the slumbering waters, Dam grew gradually more silent and reflective. Tetri could guess what was on his mind, and he confirmed it by gazing for a long time at the bright star-banks.


“They say that on Terra you can see only a millionth of the stars we see on Castalia.”


“Don’t be silly!” she told him. “That would mean half of each day would be completely dark. Who would bother to evolve in a place like that?”


They both laughed, but the laughter soon died from his lips and his dark mood continued to grow, until finally: “What’s worrying you, Dam? Always when you’ve spaced before you’ve enjoyed every second of it. What’s so different about going to Terra?”


He was apologetic for his withdrawal. “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s the idea of it being the mother-planet. It gives it a significance it doesn’t deserve. Truth to tell, Tetri, I’m afraid of Terra.”


“Afraid?” She was incredulous. “You’re a spacer and a Space Army officer. Tomorrow you join my father for a tour of duty with the Terran Spaceforce—the greatest armed force the galaxy has ever known. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”


“You make it sound as if armed force had a sort of virtue in its own right. It oughtn’t to be that way, Tetri. It’s the purpose for which you use those arms that counts. What scares me about Terra is that I don’t know what her motives are.”


“Still, it isn’t like you be so serious.”


“Sorry, Tetri, it’s not your cross.” He grinned suddenly, and in an instant it seemed as if the matter was forgotten.


From the banks of the canal the terraced slopes, softened with shrubs, ran upwards as if to form a green cushion on which rested the house of Dimede—Tetri’s home. Under the gentle, shadowless illumination of second-light they dawdled up the random paths between the terraces, with many a diversion so that they might marvel at the phosphorescent fish that swam in the ornate pools and leaped the little waterfalls, like streaks of burnished copper. Above them, the farewell party had already begun; the windows open to the clement air allowed bright shafts of melody to spill out across the hill. They hurried the latter part of the way, to be greeted by Tetri’s mother and ushered into a circle of laughing friends who teased them about their dalliance.


“Oh, Dam …” Stormdragon was suddenly called from the party by Colonel Dimede, who was Tetri’s father and who would also be his commanding officer on the year-long tithe-loan trip to Terra.


“Sorry to drag you away, Dam. There’s somebody wants to meet you before the party gets too strong. Do you know Senator Anrouse?”


“I know of him; we scarcely move in the same circles,” said Dam mischievously.


“Nevertheless, he’s been following your career with interest. It was his recommendation, based on your prior academic performance, that helped get you into the space academy, and I think you justified his faith when you won the top-graduate award.”


Dam followed the colonel into the library, there to face the personage whose face was otherwise familiar to him only from news-cast interviews. His first impression was one of mild shock at discovering the senator was not the larger-than-life figure his imagination had painted.


“Senator Anrouse—may I present Major Stormdragon, a member of my flight-staff and a friend of my daughter.”


“I’d have thought all of your flight staff would have been friends of the charming Tetri—given half the opportunity,” said Anrouse, smiling and rising from his chair. “Glad to make your acquaintance, Stormdragon! The name’s not unknown to me. I served under your father in the Vilion campaign.”


“He often spoke of you, sir.”


“And now you’ve followed his ion-trails into space, eh? Can’t say I blame you. If I’d my youth again I’d be right out there with you. How do you feel about a year’s tithe-loan to Terra?”


“Apprehensive,” said Dam honestly.


Anrouse scowled slightly. “Don’t tell me you object to Terran service?”


“I don’t object to any service. But I do have reservations about the uses to which Terra puts her arms.”


“Specifically?”


“Rigon, Zino, and Ames’ World. Three Hub planets wasted because of dissension with the mother-planet.”


Anrouse was examining the major’s face carefully.


“You’re well informed, Dam. Far better than I’d thought. Information for such a view is not generally available. Let that be one of the strengths you take with you—the impressions you’re given are not necessarily true. Above all things, preserve an open mind.”


“Thank you, sir!” Dam presumed the interview was at a close. He turned to go, but Anrouse motioned for him to remain, while looking meaningfully at Colonel Dimede, who discreetly picked up a tray of empty goblets and excused himself.


“Before you go, Dam, there’s something I want to say to you in confidence.”


“Sir?”


“Despite what you may think, your choice for inclusion on the tithe-loan trip to Terra was no accident. The reasons will not become apparent to you for some time, but they were the result of much careful consideration. Think of that when the going gets tough. It may help you through.”


“I’ll bear it in mind, sir,” Dam said, mystified.


“Good! And in return for that I’ll give you an assurance of my own. We in the government are not unmindful of what happened to Rigon, Zino and Ames’ World. After all, we have far more in common with our Hub neighbours than we have with the mother-planet; the Hub would not have been colonized at all except that the fathers of the Exodus were dissidents on Terra. But neither shall we allow the fate of those three worlds to be shared by Castalia if we can possibly avoid it. Therefore we must move carefully, in our own way and in our own time. Take heart, Dam. We may not appear to share your spirit of rebellion, but I assure you we do—and we shall win.”


At that point Colonel Dimede returned with a new tray of goblets and they drank a solemn toast to Castalia that was followed by pleasant conversation until Tetri came and scolded them for both their sobriety and their absence from the party.


Senator Anrouse’s speech during supper was without reference to a possible schism between Terra and Castalia. Both the colonel and Dam were congratulated on having been selected to serve with the great army of the mother-planet, and hopes were extended for their safe return. This was Anrouse the politician, operating with polished phrases rich in rhetoric but empty of meaning. Suddenly Dam began to appreciate the dual nature of the man and to understand a little about how such an apparently shallow character commanded so much influence in the Castalian senate. Neither encounter, however, did anything to convince Dam that the Castalian government was in any way prepared or able to challenge the yoke of Terra.


After that, the party grew wild, with the sparkling music rising to new heights of rhythm and fury which wound gradually up to the great crescendo dances, leaving them all happily exhausted. Then, as the creeping reds and golds of first-light began to occupy the sky, Dam and Tetri crept out to the terraced garden for a soft farewell which was perhaps also a goodbye; they knew that a year’s separation would change them both, that the old liaison might never be renewed. Finally Dam, cloak draped casually over his shoulder and ignoring the chilly dampness of the early dew, set off-with an apparent air of jauntiness towards his sled and the first leg of his journey toward the mother planet of mankind.









CHAPTER II


Liam Liam was having a bad day. The Z-ship Starbucket, painstakingly disguised as a charter tramp to give him professional cover, was picked up by a Terran ship-chain after his course vectors had already made it clear that Liam’s intention was to make planetfall on Sette; unable to protest that he had actually been en route to some other world, Liam had ordered his engines cut and was now waiting the arrival of a pinnace from the armed Terran cruiser which had secured his “arrest”.


Had the cruiser been alone Liam could have eliminated it with the weaponry concealed in the Z-ship’s modified hull. The presence of the other ships in the chain, however, was a factor he could not surmount: and even though he might have forced an escape, this would have revealed the strength of his hand, which he was not prepared to do. The importance of his arrival on Sette could not be over-told, and now his one hope of reaching the planet lay in the possibility of bluffing his way through the impending confrontation.


As the pinnace moved in on Starbucket Liam warily gauged its velocity and angle of approach. For all the careful camouflage, had the pinnace passed directly behind his stern nothing could have concealed the fact that what looked like an old tramp was equipped with modern engines larger and more powerful than those of the pinnace’s mother ship.


Fortunately the pinnace approached from the side, and the aimless spiral which had been imparted to the Starbucket’s motion gave the oncoming pilot too much to think about for him to have time to study the tramp too closely.


After much searching for compatible terminations to the space-transfer tube, the Terran party finally gained access. They traversed the greasy, cluttered corridors with an air of affronted distaste, and their nostrils curled in rebellion when they were finally shown into Liam’s untidy stateroom and encountered the pungent odors emanating from the captain’s pipe.


“Captain Liam?” The Terran officer had meant to be aggressive and abrupt, but his eyes were on the nicotine-stained air vent that should have been exchanging the cabin’s malodorous atmosphere with air fit to breathe; the entire grate was plugged with cotton waste.


“At your service, Major!” Liam looked every centimeter the part he played: slack, middle-aged, with a bulbous nose and a genial face lined and warted by a lifetime’s exposure to the radiations of space.


The officer visibly pulled himself together. “Captain Liam, you have brought your vessel into a sector of space into which entry is prohibited by Space-emergency Ordinance.”


“Oh?” said Liam. “What’s the emergency? Perhaps I can help?”


“I don’t think you understand me. The emergency lies on the planetary territory of Sette. Therefore these space approaches are out of bounds to all save military craft.”


“But if they’ve an emergency on Sette, surely any sort of spacecraft could be of help?”


“Not in this case. Their emergency is an insurrection.”


“Then it is helpful that I’m a neutral. Perhaps I can talk some sense into them. Insurrections are bad for trade, you understand?”


“Captain Liam!” The Terran officer was growing increasingly intolerant with the trend of the conversation. “I don’t seem to be getting through to you. I’ll make it plain. There is no chance of your being allowed to make planetfall on Sette. If you wish to avoid having your ship confiscated, you’ll leave as fast as your burners will drive you.”


“I’d go with pleasure, Major. But there’s a snag. A cargo awaits me on Sette, and with the contract price I can afford to buy the fuel to take me away again. Forbid me my cargo, and it’s here I must stay. It’s difficult, you understand?”


“Stay? Out of the question! I warn you, Captain, get this hulk out of these approaches, or I’ll be forced to confiscate it.”


“That might be a solution,” said Liam thoughtfully. “I’ve insurances covering such a contingency, and the old bucket’s useless to me stuck here. But that won’t get rid of it. I suppose you wouldn’t consider towing us to the nearest free-port?”


The officer glanced at one of his companions, who shrugged. “Sangria on Maroc is the nearest—ninety light-years.”


“Space!” The officer turned back to Liam, wrinkling his nose at the fume from the captain’s pipe. “Do you realize how long that would take at towing rate?”


“About seven years, I should think,” said Liam philosophically, beginning to close down his control panels with an air of finality. “I said it was difficult. Seems best if we just sit here until the insurrection’s over.”


“Wait!” The officer was consulting with his colleagues. “You do have enough fuel at least to reach Sette?”


“Only because the good Lord made it downhill all the way.”


“Then you’ve twenty-four hours to make planet-fall and be offworld again. If you’re still around after that deadline we’ll save the shipbreakers the job of having to delouse this crawling meat-can before dismantling. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”


“I shall remember you to the end of my days,” said Liam Liam sincerely. “Shall we drink to that?”


The officer looked at the cut-down bottles, caked with grime, that Liam proffered as glasses for the toast, and ordered his party to make a quick return to the pinnace. He was shaking his head sadly as he made his final exit.


Watching the pinnace blast away, Liam spat expressively into a fire point.


“Indeed I’ll remember you, you Terran bastard! Sette was a very pleasant world: now it’s a battlefield; six tenths of the arable land defoliated and poisoned, nearly half its former population murdered. But remembrance isn’t forgiveness, you understand?”


He was speaking reflectively but his pilot-navigator, Euken Tor, who had followed the whole of the preceding conversation over the intercom, and who had now come for further orders, nodded in grim affirmation.


“How do we play it, Skipper?”


“Carry on like we were limping, Euk. Make planetfall at Wanderplas. Then make sure everything’s tuned for a fast departure. I doubt if it’s going to be as easy to get out as it was to get in.”


“How do you compute that?”


“The obvious thing to do with an unwanted tramp is to leave it parked in orbit. For some reason, that was not acceptable. It suggests the Terrans have a special operation going, and they don’t want observers. That ties in with our own information. It’s this special operation I came to see, and if it’s what I think it is, they’ll not want me alive to tell the tale. So when we leave, it is like a bat out of hell, you understand?”


Euken nodded. “Do you want any support on the ground?”


“I think not. Jon Rakel should have the arrangements already complete. Your job is to get me out through the ship-chain once I’ve got what I came for, you understand?”


“Understood and noted, Skip.” Euken wandered off in the direction of the flight bridge, his casual mien belying the fact that his every action had a precalculated purpose. One of the best space navigators in all the Hub fleets, he had fully adapted his talents to the apparently minor role of piloting the little Z-ship. Like Liam Liam, he had personal reasons for dedicating himself to the fight against Terra.


At Wanderplas spaceport on Sette, a fast, tracked vehicle was waiting for Liam by the landing pads. In the driving seat Jon Rakel himself, since the last pogrom almost the sole commander of Sette Combined Resistance Forces, greeted Liam thankfully. The two men had enjoyed many years of mutual respect.


“I was afraid you wouldn’t get through, Liam.”


“Heh! They may have more ships and more guns, but Liam Liam has his own secret weapon, you understand? He bores them into submission.”


They both laughed, and Rakel put the vehicle swiftly through the approach roads of the spaceport complex; but Rakel’s laughter was taut, and stress and weariness lined his face. Presumably for reasons of future convenience, the Terran anti-insurgent strikes had left the spaceport undisturbed, but once they reached the surrounding township the substantial damage caused by selective space bombing was brutally obvious. Under the pretext of eliminating “terrorist cells” the population of Sette was being shown the terrible price they must pay for attempting to break the ties with the mother planet. Here the sad stories of Rigon, Zino, and Ames’ World were being repeated over again.


As they headed into open country, now bitterly desolate from the poisonous dusting which permitted only the hardiest grasses to survive, Liam recovered from the depression which the scene had induced, and brought his mind back to the problems ahead.


“You’d better bring me up to date, Jon. The messages I received weren’t specific.”


“Frankly, I think we’re seeing what they saw on Rigon just before the end. We built some virtually impregnable command-points on Sette, emplacements that the Terrans couldn’t crack by any conventional means. They were the basis of our war plans; we thought the Terrans would have had to withdraw because of the length of their supply lines. But instead they’ve brought in a special unit which can crack a command-point as easily as you or I can crack a nut.”


“What’s special about tactical nukes?”


“No, not nuclear: our command-points are hardened, I tell you; commando.”


“Commando?” Liam was surprised. “Surely …”


Rakel cut in swiftly. “These are special—very special. I don’t like to think about who they are or how they operate, but they’re a hundred percent effective. If they continue their present pattern, there won’t be any effective resistance on Sette inside six months.”


Liam whistled with surprise. “Well, if there’s a way to beat the bastards, we’ll find it.”


“Listen to me, Liam! If there was an easy answer, we’d already have found it. There isn’t. Strictly between ourselves, Sette is already finished. I wish to God I could say otherwise. I asked you here to analyse this thing that they’re using against us, and to take that knowledge back to the rest of the Hub. Then our sacrifice won’t have been quite in vain. With luck perhaps you’ll have time enough to prepare against it before the next planet’s turn comes.”


“If anyone else except Jon Rakel had said that to me, I’d have said his nerve was going.”


“It’s not a question of nerve. With strong command-points, even if we couldn’t win at least we couldn’t entirely lose. Against all reprisals we always had the psychological assurance that some of us would survive and that we could hold the planet. Now the Terrans can take any command-point as and when they choose, and the weight of reprisals must be viewed against reality. It’s the choice between retaining some indigenous population—albeit as slaves—or none at all.”


“You mean capitulation?” Liam handled the word as though it was newly minted and of doubtful origin.


“Rigon and Zino fought to the last. Both were sterilized with neutron bombs, and Ames’ World is scarcely better off. Currently Sette has a population of around five hundred million. In the present situation, how many of them am I justified in losing before I admit I’m unable to defend the rest?”


“That’s the sort of dilemma no man should face alone, you understand? Show me what you want, Jon. Then let my counsel weigh in your decision.”


“That’s why I asked for you to come personally, Liam. I know how to gauge the strength of the things you say. In the name of Humanity, whatever decision’s made, it mustn’t be the wrong one.”









CHAPTER III


After leaving Tetri, Dam went first to his home near the Water Forest to don his uniform and to pick-up a few personal belongings. Then he set off for the Space Army landing pads, with one last regretful look at the forest fountains now misted and subdued and reflecting his own heaviness of heart. Soon he was back on the river, fighting to control the bucking sled in the strong swell, and for the very first time hating the sight of the tall spacecraft standing beside the river’s mouth, half mist-shrouded and half reaching for the stars.


The ship assigned to the tithe-loan mission was the Starspite, one of the newest and best equipped cruisers the Castalian Space Army possessed. Dam achieved his goal of reporting for duty well before Colonel Dimede came aboard; though he had been a privileged guest at Dimede’s house, the colonel was now his commanding officer, and all such privilege belonged to a time that had passed. The first hours were busy with flight preparation, and by the time of the colonel’s arrival all the final checks and parades had been readied. Dimede returned Dam’s salute with a commendation on his efficiency, but never a trace of recognition passed between their eyes.


It was a trip of thirty thousand light-years from the Hub to the star called Sol. This immense distance was to be covered in ten leaps into and out of tachyon space, three thousand light-years at a stride. Time in T-space, combined with the building up of entry-velocities and the essential real-space navigation periods between the jumps, gave a projected journey time of thirty-five days, and this schedule Dam was determined to keep. Perhaps in compensation for his lack of enthusiasm for the object of the trip, he threw himself into his work with a single-minded intensity that permitted him little relaxation. What spare time he did have he spent in the libary and the viewing theater, absorbing every scrap of information he could find about Terra. Colonel Dimede noted his absolute dedication unhappily, but didn’t comment.


For the major part of the journey they had space to themselves, and navigational chores consisted merely of position fixing and course calculations for the next tachyon jump. Nine thousand light years from Sol, however, they began to encounter Terran ship-chains, which policed an unbelievably large radius around the Terran sun and very ably intercepted the passage of the line cruiser speeding in from the Hub. A pattern of challenges and enforced waiting for clearance, coupled with having to re-cast course calculation to take the ship through “permitted” movement channels, completely destroyed Dam’s journey schedule. It also gave him the impression that the mother planet must be suffering from a galaxy-sized persecution mania.


In particular, the directing of the Starspite through limited-movement channels, when Dam knew perfectly well there were light-years between them and the nearest other vessel, irked him considerably. He spent many off-duty hours at the star maps before he began to suspect that the real purpose of such diversions was to keep the Starspite away from several large sectors of space, each of which he found to contain at least one world which could not be expected to suffer Terran dominance gladly. Whether the Starspite was being kept out of regions where punitive reprisals were taking place, or whether rebellious forces were sweeping these sectors, he could only speculate; but he silently rejoiced that the Terrans apparently had something concrete to be nervous about.


Their eventual entry into the Solar system brought a massive surprise. Never before had Dam even imagined a concentration of spacecraft such as that which thronged this closed area of space. The complications of the traffic regulations were such that they were forced to take on a pilot to assist navigation through the orbital transfer routines made even more wretched with rules and penalties and dogma beyond belief. Dam shadowed the pilot every instant and copied every instruction into the computer banks for future reference. Dam was one of the most highly qualified officers in the Castalian spaceforce and bitterly resented the imposition of the ridiculous disciplines which overrode his expertise and took his powers of discretion away from him.


When the Starspite finally achieved parking orbit around Terra Colonel Dimede was ferried down to meet his new commander, leaving Dam as duty officer in charge of the ship. Dam accepted the post sourly, wondering how he was going to be able to contain his anger and frustration through a whole year of enforced tithe service. The crew sensed his mood and adopted it also, and Dam reigned in temporary command of one of the unhappiest ships in Castalia’s entire Space Army.


He was not left long to brood, however. The colonel could scarcely have made planetfall before a pinnace arrived with official Terran visitors aboard-.


“Port Marshal Segger.” The tall officer who emerged through the space-lock introduced himself.


This was Dam’s first contact with a Terran officer in the flesh. He was unpleasantly surprised by the sallowness of the man’s complexion and the hideous pock-marks in his flesh. The uniform, too, with its grim authoritarian greyness, spoke of a joyless dedication.


“Major Stormdragon, officer-commanding in the absence of Colonel Dimede,” said Dam, making a clumsy attempt to return the awkward Terran salute. “Did you not receive word that Colonel Dimede had already made planetfall?”


“I’m well aware of the colonel’s whereabouts,” Segger replied with a thin-lipped smile. “But there are formalities which can be concluded in his absence. I’m here for the purpose of vetting your security. Shall we go to your office, Major.”


Biting his lip, Dam led the way, and the port marshal and his two aides followed hawkishly. Dam found them seats at the chart table, and called for refreshments to be sent.


“You must explain to me what you mean by security,” he said to Seggar. “I’d have thought there were few things more secure than a space-cruiser in parking orbit.”


“I wasn’t referring to external security. I was speaking of security within the ship—perhaps even within the minds of the officers and crew themselves.”


“Then that’s easily settled. The entire craft is manned by Castalian Space Army regulars. Their loyalty is subject to no doubt.”


“Loyalty to whom?” asked Segger. “That’s the key question.”


Dam found it hard to control his annoyance. “They’re loyal to their service, and their service demands part of their duty be performed through transfer of allegiance to Terra. Inboard security is my responsibility, and I am happy with the situation as it stands.”


“But I am not,” said Segger crisply. “At least, not until I’ve satisfied myself on the point. I want all your personnel records, including your own and Colonel Dimede’s.”


“Even if I agreed, I’ve no authority to make them available to you.”


“But I have the authority to require you to surrender them, Major.” Segger laid a piece of paper on the table. “That’s a Command Order, which you may not refuse. Now produce the records, and leave us alone with them until we send for you.”


Seething with a scarcely concealable anger, Dam turned on the communicator, placed the paper on the scanning pad, and picked up the handset.


“Connect with Lieutenant Corda, immediately.”


The screen lit up with the face of Soo Corda, the ship’s legal officer. She smiled drowsily as though she had been awakened from a deep sleep.


“What’s on your mind, Dam?”


“I’ve been presented with a Terran Command Order requiring me to release our confidential personnel records for inspection. Need I comply?”


She looked at the image transmitted from the scanning pad for a few moments, with an increasing frown coming across her brow. “I’m afraid you must, Dam. This has a legal status conferred by our own government under Space Convention agreements. For us it has the force of law.”


“That’s what I was afraid of,” said Dam. “Thanks anyway.”


He cut the connection and turned back to Segger. “You win, Marshal!”


“I always do,” said Segger flatly, without a trace of triumph in his voice.


Dam arranged for the necessary records to be obtained, then went to the flight-bridge, which was relatively inactive while the Starspite was parked. Here he busied himself with cleaning up the computer information for the orbital transfers into and out of the Solar system. He had come to Terra hating the whole concept of tithe-service; nothing so far had modified his views, and to his original misgivings had now been added a growing detestation of the Terrans themselves. He was beginning to fear that the coming year would change him even more than Tetri had suggested.


Four hours later that he was summoned back to his office. The records had been sorted into orderly piles, and pads of notes, apparently culled from them, were stacked high in front of the aids. Only one record remained in front of the port marshal, and that was Dam’s own.


“Sit down, Major. You’ll be pleased to know we are satisfied with what we find. So satisfied that I suspect Hub Intelligence has been more than usually diligent in anticipating our thoughts on the matter. I’ve only a few questions to ask, and these concern yourself.”


“Me?” Dam was genuinely surprised.


“Your father was in the Vilion campaign, was he not?”


“So I believe. I remember him speaking of it.”


“Did he ever discuss the politics behind the Vilion insurrection?”


“If he did,” said Dam, “it’s beyond my recollection. I was only eleven when he died.”


“I see.” Segger wrote something on a pad. “And how well do you know Senator Anrouse?”


“I’ve spoken to him once only—over a glass of wine. Otherwise we’ve never met. Where the hell is all this leading?”


“Do you always answer questions so belligerently?”


“Only when they’re stupid ones. What is the possible relevance between a cocktail chat and my security arrangements for this ship?”


The port marshal studied him carefully for a few seconds. “Possibly none. For the moment I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.” He glanced at his aides. “Well, gentlemen, I think that concludes our examination. If anything further comes to light we’ll communicate with Colonel Dimede through the usual channels. And Major …”


“Marshal?” Dam looked up, struck by the sudden ice in the man’s tone.


“Am I to take it that you object to Terran service?”


“I know very little about Terran service. I’ve only just arrived. But I tend to take things as I find them. So far I’ve encountered nothing but frustration and unwarranted suspicion. Perhaps tomorrow will be different.”


“A circumspect answer, and one you’ll do well to remember. Believe me, Stormdragon, you certainly live up to your reputation for outspokenness. It’s a habit you would be advised to curb while on the Rim.”









CHAPTER IV


In a field depot roughly camouflaged beneath an edge of sickly trees, Jon Rakel had a flier waiting. Liam was impressed by the toughness and efficiency of the crew manning the depot and their obvious respect for the man who now bore sole command responsibility: but they were war-weary men, and every eye was haunted by the specter of defeat.


Watching his chronometer anxiously, Rakel waited until the last vestiges of light had faded from the sky before he nosed the craft out from its precarious hangar and set off into the night sky. Once airborne, he switched to a pre-set instrumented course and relaxed back in the seat.


“Where are we headed?” asked Liam.


“One of our command-points, Base 22. It has deep shelters which can withstand nuclear attack, more firepower than a regiment, and a Benedict force-field straight off a class-ten space dreadnought. We expect to lose Base 22 tonight.”


“A fatalistic prediction.”


“No, a realistic prediction. Such situations aren’t new to us.”


“Why tonight?”


“The Terrans aren’t at all subtle about how they plan their attacks: they started with the most northerly of our command-points and they’ve been working their way systematically down the map at four day intervals. Tonight it’s Base 22’s turn. I think they’re trying to make the point that even though we know where and when the next blow will fall, there’s nothing we can do about it.”


“That is what bothers me,” said Liam. “If you know when and where an attack will come, why can’t you mount a defense against it?”
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