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PEOPLE AND PLACES
 
Tak Vakrovar - secret leader of the Patriotic Resurgence of Pellax; enemy of the Galerians

Galerians - usurpers of the throne of Mazarat

Mazarat - a country on the planet Pellax

Latonia Fletcher - sent to the Tortuga to inform Lupo Venner about his inheritance
 
Lupo Venner - descendant of the Ralladars, the rightful royal family of Mazarat

Lonnie Pascoe - a singer from Earth; he and Venner work as the duo 'The Top Hats'

Drax Deerfield - a soldier of fortune sent to eliminate Venner
 
Secor - police force in Mazarat

FAS Tortuga - a 'starliner' which takes tourists around the rim of the galaxy and beyond

Ted Cutter - Captain of the Tortuga

Billy Flax - First Officer of the Tortuga

Pluron - a backward, impoverished planet

Jycona - a prosperous planet revolving around the same sun as Pluron

Hollis Pierpoint - an undercover security agent

Kellagad - a tough space port on Jycona

Erloch Spurgo - a space pirate from Pluron

Prince Barratat - nephew of King Lartis, widely regarded as his likely successor

Mitzi - an attractive womanly android
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  The office building was almost empty. A tall girl with dark hair and blue eyes stood before Tak Vakrovar. 'Your upbringing and education did not lead us to you, nor even your blood,' said Tak Vakrovar, who only that week had secretly been elected Spokesman of the Patriotic Resurgence of Pellax. What did, then? she thought to herself. The daylight in the side room on the eleventh floor was fading. Dull glints came from the gold braid on the livery of the air-taxi firm Vakrovar worked for. 'Not even your beauty had anything to do with it,' he added with a smile. His silver hair combed back past his ears made you think he was one of the gentlemen of an earlier time, before the Galerians ruled the country of Mazarat and most of the inhabited part of the fertile, Earthlike planet of Pellax. 'The recommendations we took note of were of course your character, and your intelligence. You have shown excellent progress in the field of the practical application of software. In this regard, your improvisational skills are outstanding.' 'Perhaps you overrated my abilities if they made you offer to enrol me on a cruise on the Tortuga,' said Latonia Fletcher. She had in her hand a gaudy personalised folder welcoming her as a passenger on the starliner. For a woman of her age to visit the galaxy rim and beyond, with plenty of credits in her purse, enjoying all the benefits extended to a premium passenger, would be like a tour of Paradise. 'No, my dear, we are satisfied in our own minds that we want you, with your insight and intelligence, to size the boy up. You will be clever enough to get aboard the Tortuga without attracting the attention of the Galerians' security services, we are confident of that. As for the Heir, he is now twenty years old, and has been making his way in the world since he was fifteen. You will tell him what his lineage is, and inform him that he has the support of his people and can come back, in secrecy of course, and take his place as the rightful King of Mazarat and Emperor of Pellax.' 'You say he has only the vaguest idea of his entitlement?' 'He knows that his father had Kleissenberg blood, that is all. He was brought up here in Caram as Lupo Venner, the son of a bricklayer and at the moment the boy is working alongside another strolling minstrel on the Tortuga, singing for his supper.' 'I will tell him, and the decision after that is his, right?''Right.'Vakrovar walked to the window and looked down. 'You made sure that you were not followed here?' said Vakrovar.'I did.' They went into the corridor and squinted through the steelglass beyond which the lights were coming on. Along the street a few stragglers hurried home from the office. Vakrovar put on his navy-blue peaked cap. 'May they know nothing until we make our move,' he said. The Galerians certainly had their spies and their police out, every day. Many knew that, to their cost. But Vakrovar and his like now had thousands of men under arms, an underground force full of righteousness, ready for the day. 'It was wonderful of you to undertake this important task,' he said, kissing her brow. 'It's a wonderful opportunity,' said Latonia Fletcher.  
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  The Federation Accredited Ship Tortuga was well into another intergalactic cruise. The small stage close to the dining room on the big dish echoed with live show tunes.  'You'd think we were the last remnant in the cosmos doing these live,' Venner said to Lonnie. He adjusted his grey top hat. 'The way they're diggin' it, THEY believe it,' replied Lonnie. There had been a lot of requests today as a number of passengers were leaving within the hour and they wanted a sentimental moment or two of relaxation before bidding goodbye to the ship. So a scratch gig had been put together.  'Can you handle it, Lupo?' Riley had asked Venner. Riley was Head of Entertainments. 'Sure can,' said Venner. 'We radioed Lonnie's cabin and he soon answered yes, though he was supposed to be on a sleep break.'Lonnie is always ready to sing, Venner thought to himself, whether the presentation is big-band, Fender classical and tambourine, or a capella. Unlike a dabbler such as himself, who had drifted into the fantasy-fuelled world of performance because it seemed a pleasant way to employ his time, Lonnie Pascoe sang for the sheer joy of it. He believed in it all. To him it was a sacrament. If they paid him nothing, he would still sing for anyone who would listen.  As he was setting up his music stand, along came the spindly warbler, waving cheerily.  In the course of that night's gig both the minstrels, who went under the name The Top Hats, got a 'tear in the throat and a lump in the eye' when they started hitting their stride with some of those nostalgic ditties from Earth.  Truly, Gershwin had gone galaxy wide and beyond, and Sinatra, Streisand, and Bob Dylan had achieved divinity. Many people would just as soon listen to 'Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands' as they would Ichabar's 'When Last We Entered Toytown'. Lonnie and Drax put across 'The (Gal) I Love', from George and Ira, as well as a few other favourites such as 'That Old Feeling' and 'The Carnival Is Over'. (The latter made a tipsy monopod from a moon in Orion swear up and down he had been incarnated as a gypsy showman hundreds of years before on the banks of the Seine.) In all modesty, they felt, the harmony of their well-lived-in voices could have shattered steel and carved the crystal that night. Their warbling deserved a better audience than a score or so of lovable and superannuated intergalactic sloths.  'Blessings on you, lads. We love to watch you as much as hear you, you're a couple of natural showmen, I could tell that from the start,' said an old woman climbing onto her Sensiscooter walking stick. 'Them poems you give out as well, we wouldn't take no notice of that kind of stuff from anyone but you. You tell it like it is, the both of ya. Them's the old days of Earth, Mars, and old Spandura itself, which is where I hail from.' 'Cheering words, madam, and I can tell they're from the heart,' said Lupo Venner, bowing low over his guitar and sweeping the floor with the sleeve of his royal blue jacket.  At that moment he felt like an entertainer to his fingertips, the same as Lonnie. 'Taxi approaching the deck!' shouted an usher.  
  
* * * * * *
 

 As the taxi drew near to Yellow Deck on the FAS Tortuga with softly humming boosters, the ex-prisoner from Pellax glanced once more at the photograph of Lupo Venner. He stuffed it into his jacket pocket as Rosalind, the woman he had been buttering up, slipped her arm through his. 'What a beautiful ship,' she said as the starliner's tractor beam locked onto them with a nudge. Security men supervised those arriving at and departing from the Tortuga. A group of laughing children ran through onto the big ship. 'I know where the sand pits are!' shouted a little boy, darting along the corridor towards the Holodream Suite. The kids' parents, a flashily dressed group, had now finished having their palm scans. The Random Robot in the shape of a circus clown had picked their party out for this authentication process.  'Only formal is what it is,' said the Robot in a rustic accent designed for maximum reassurance. Rosalind and the slim fellow from Pellax stood patiently in line ready to get onto the cruise ship. 'Drax, baby, why don't you take the full tour with me?' said Rosalind. 'We might be younger than most of 'em on the crinkly cruiser, but it doesn't mean we won't have a lot of fun.' Drax chuckled softly. 'Can you really get into one of these tours?' 'You mean you can't?' she said. 'Isn't it all a bit chintzy and pinkified? Out of Dreamland? I for one need more of a dose of reality with my thrills. Their kind of ass-powdering is not for me.' 'You horrible man!' 'Ah, forget it, baby, I'm sorry,' he said with a smile and a wave of his hand. 'No, go on.' He put a stick of gum in his mouth and looked up at the ceiling tiles, chewing. 'Man or anthropomorph, it doesn't make much difference: each has a habit of now and then showing a fairly bastardised degree of sheer cussedness. There's this urge to overturn the tables. I don't say it's in everybody, some of us do like the tranquil life. But with quite a number of people, give them a Paradise and straightaway they'll want to destroy it. Either that or grab a sight more of it than anyone else can hold on to.' 'Assholes exist, shit happens, so what? Let's not be cry-babies. Live it!' said Rosalind. 'But I think maybe just for the duration of being aboard the Tortuga we can express ourselves, like, in the way that pleases us best, yes?' 'You expressed yourself pretty good a little while earlier, kitten,' said Drax. 'We must make sure we've got cabins that are close to each other.' 'And here I was, thinking we might be able to share one.' 'All right,' said Drax. 'By the way, I hear that Dalhedra is just a dream, and not a sugar-baby one,' said Rosalind. 'We reach it in a day or two. Sounds to me like a great place, and not only for the bars in Krayko City. We could stop over and check the place out together, couldn't we?' 'Maybe, kitten, said Drax. 'I don't think I'll be around for the whole round trip. But at least I can stay with you on the Tortuga as far as Earth.'  'That far?' 'That far.' The skin around the Pellacian's green eyes crinkled up in a smile. 'I've got you till earth?' said Rosalind. 'Big deal.' She stuck her bottom lip out in a way she had plainly been told was adorable. Yes, it will be a good idea to have you with me, my darling, Drax thought to himself. You can help me to blend in as an awfully good fellow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


- 3 -
  Lonnie Pascoe had got his contract renewed, but Venner was still waiting for the Entertainment Panel's verdict. 'They'll rubber stamp you all right,' said Lonnie as they sat over tall glasses of lager in the bar. 'Even if they don't, so what? Fuck 'em. It's not as if you depend on them for a crust.' 'Of course I don't, but who does, these days? It's all ego now, man, and it winds up just as bad. You know that, and I know it. That piano guy yesterday said the same. You know, relax, everyone in the Federation is well catered to now, cradle to grave. He couldn't understand what was bugging me, could he? All he knew was, I wouldn't go without a thing even if I no longer bring home the credits I get for being one of these so-called stars of the cruiser ship auditorium. But all I want is some sort of, I suppose you'd call it validation?' 'You'd like to get the work you do appreciated, and there's nothing wrong with that,' said Lonnie. 'You like your kudos, you're a sensitive man, and if you don't get a dose of it fairly regular the whole world is full of last week's frigid mulligatawny, right?' 'At least you get it,' said Venner. 'You're one reason why I will be sad to go if I don't get my rubber stamp from Riley. You dish out the sense and you're no phoney, man.' 'Thanks, Ven.' 'Its true. I mean, even with this singing game of ours, you for one know who you are. Gershwin, Sinatra, they're your boys, yeah? You were born on the real Earth, so that's all right for you. You probably know a lot about your heritage. Whereas I was born on Pellax, plastic Pellax, as they call it.' 'Don't run it down, that place gave you a great start for a guy in the singin' game, Ven. They always call it 'Earth Two', after all. You were brought up with the greats playing in the background, man. Sinatra, Bennett, Dylan ... Richard Harris. ' Lonnie called for two more lagers. A dark-haired woman entered the bar and while she was scanning the customers, looking for someone, her eyes locked on Venner. She came up to him. 'Are you Lupo Venner?' 'That's right. And you are?' She got hold of his lapel and pulled him away from an elderly couple standing close by who appeared to have their ears out. After setting up the drinks, Lonnie had disappeared into the bathroom. 'Never mind me. Forewarned forearmed, and all that. I just want to tell you that there's a fellow on the Tortuga, he boarded today and he's out to stop you from, shall we say, fulfilling your potential.' 'Who is? And what potential would that be?' said Venner with a sigh. 'You telling me there's a warbler keen to take my place?' The look she flashed at him from her frosty blue eyes stayed with Venner for a long time. She seemed amazed and also frustrated that he was either unaware of what she was talking about, or playing the fool.  She turned and walked out.  A crazy notion swept over him for a second, as if he had just thrown a fortune into the dust with a merry laugh. 'Shapely pair of hams there, old sport,' said Lonnie as he returned to the bar and saw the woman flounce out of the bar the same way she had come in. 'What was she doing, selling raffle tickets?' he said, raising the schooner of beer to his lips. 'Uh, no, she was looking for somebody.' 'Hey, I was wondering, Ven, about this Pellax of yours. You never have told me much about it. Do you feel like reminiscing? You'll eat something, right?' said Lonnie.  'Yes, I'll eat.' Lonnie turned and put in an order for sausage sandwiches, then he and Venner adjourned to a table against the back wall.  'I never knew much about your planet, except what everyone says about it being a kind of an Earth Two.' 'What do you want to know?' asked Venner. 'Pellax is the planet I was born on. On the continent of Ochalia in the country of Mazarat. City of Caram.' He smiled, leaning back against the wall and putting his right foot on his left knee.  'Pellax, fair Pellax, is in the Apidanus galaxy, you must have read that, and was colonised by travellers from Earth. San Antonio, Texas, in fact, in the 22nd century. Computer probes had singled the place out because it's water-bearing and its gravity and atmosphere are so favourable to mammals, as well as other forms of life.' 'Great.' 'Yes, our piece of real estate back there revolves around a sun almost the same size as Earth's, and it possesses just the one solitary silver moon as well.' 'Home from home?' 'That's right. Pellax's sun is larger than Earth's and the days are longer. But any discrepancies were hardly noticed by the colonists. They were too busy glorying in the richness of the soil and the abundance of plant and animal life.' 'Right, right,' said Lonnie. 'Virgin territory it was, after the old, exhausted and played-out playing fields of Earth, eh? And everybody knows Pellax had and still has some of the biggest tuskers and most savage cats and venomous reptiles to be found on any planet in the cosmos. By the way, have you ever visited the actual Earth itself?' 'Oh yes,' said Venner. 'And I felt down in my boots the famous Pellacian rapture, as if I'd finally come home. You get a giddiness about you for a few days, from the change of air and gravity and so on. But then you seem to kind of click into place and find your pep. A little weird.' 'No, totally understandable,' said Lonnie, signalling for another sandwich. 'What city did you say you were from, Ven? I forget.' 'Caram, in Mazarat, on the continent of Ochalia.' 'Oh yeah.' The beer continued to flow and the conversation drifted to other subjects. Venner's past, though touched with golden hindsight and nostalgia, always felt prickly to him. A vagueness and an uneasiness permeated his memories, and his instinct was to avoid all mention of his origins. There was a tinge of uncertainty, maybe even of shame, to his background, he felt, quite apart from the poverty that he and his parents had endured.  If it had been anyone but Lonnie asking he would have evaded questions about his past on Earth Two. People were often quick enough to drop the subject anyway, because to most of them, insofar as they knew anything about the planet Pellax at all, it was the knock-off planet, phoneyville, the whipped margarine of the intergalactic world. Not many people knew that his father was Rollo Kleissenberg, a nobleman whose family had fallen down the slippery ladder a generation or two before in the dog-eat-dog social climate of Caram. He died when Venner was nine years old, and Venner remembered him only as a brooding manly presence, disposed to acts of absent-minded kindness. When his father was killed in a traffic accident, his mother married Wallace Venner, an honest fishmonger who treated his new wife like a princess and his stepson as a crafty if likeable little bastard.  
  
* * * * * *
 

 
 As soon as he had settled into his cabin on the Tortuga, Drax picked up a diagram of the ship to find out where the nearest gym was. Each deck had one. That was something. Every time he thought about the job he had signed up for, his heart sank. Exercise dispelled the tension, for a while. He had let himself in for this after being condemned for killing a man.  The fellow had needed killing, everyone in Tiblis, a gold-mining town thirty miles from the city of Caram on 'fair Pellax', agreed with that.  Except the secret police of the reigning Galerian dynasty. A well-dressed gentleman had visited Drax's cell and let him know that he was in line to be blotted out by cobalt ray before the end of the week. 'You've had your trial, Deerfield, and you knew what to expect. Your case has caused some controversy among the common folk though. A number of people think you had some justification for putting him out of the way. Your victim, Mr, what was his name? Ah yes, Mr Fulton Spens. You only struck him, what, twice?' 'I don't remember.' 'Who counts, eh?' said the cop, refilling Drax's glass with the clear yellow wine. 'Of course, you've had military training?' 'I did my year,' said Drax. 'I hear that you've got, or you had, a good job working on hologram innovation.' 'On the maintenance side, yes.' Drax sank his head in his hands. He had found himself a toehold in the profession he loved, but so far had not got to the stage where he could bring out any of his own ideas. And now he never would. 'You're a professional man, in other words, and it's sad that your life should be forfeit because of this Fulton Spens, a gambling, drug-dealing individual who thought it was a reasonable to knock your father into the gutter when he failed to contribute a credit or two towards Spens's entertainment budget that night.' 'What is this all leading to?' The Secor man gave a brief laugh like the bark of a Morbian terrier. 'You have before this little episode maintained a clean record in life. That much speaks well of you, I suppose, considering how we're situated these days. And it serves, alongside other qualities, to make you useful to us, potentially. Are you willing to listen to what I am about to put to you?' 'Carry on,' said Drax. 'What do you think of the Ralladars?' 'Not a lot. Every schoolboy knows they were the dynasty that the Galerians took over from. 'Very good. Now obviously, you would not wish to be unpatriotic as well as homicidal, you would not want to see any member of the Ralladar family trying his luck and bringing our gracious King Lartis to his grave or into the gutter.' Drax was apolitical and had never thought about this. 'I am a loyal citizen of Mazarat.' 'You would wish, then, to have Lartis to stay with us as our King, and also Emperor of Pellax?' 'I would, yes.' 'Well in that case you are in a position to help us with our housekeeping, or house cleaning as it were, and get rid of this person.' He threw a photograph onto the table between them. It showed a youth of nineteen or twenty with a half-smile on his face. A student type. Certainly no bruiser. 'He seems harmless.' 'They would be glad to hear you say that, wouldn't they? He's not harmless, not by a long streak of vinegar he's not.' 'I don't have anything against him.' 'Well there you are, if you're not interested,' said the guy sniffily, snatching the picture from the table. 'I didn't say that. What would you expect of me?' 'Let's just say that there he is, working on one of the starliners as an entertainer. To you or me at first sight he SEEMS harmless. They've got him enrolled on the ship as a canary, like. A chirpy song and dance man, that's what he is to them. The good thing for us about that is, it makes him relatively easy to get to.' The Secor man went over and looked out through the bars. 'Now you, Drax, are a fellow who can handle himself, and you have skills that will mean no one should question your presence on a starliner as a hologram technician when we line you up a tiny consultancy job or two in the Holodream Suite.' 'I'm not fully qualified yet,' said Drax. 'It will be a bagatelle, don't worry about that. You won't be signed up for much at all, no problem. It'll be a doddle, boy, nothing more. Right?' 'Right,' said Drax cautiously.  'After all, they have hundreds of guests on those tubs who have many hours in the day which they wish to fill with innocent diversion and amusement. Listening to a minstrel or entering a virtual world for an hour or two, right?' 'Right,' said Drax. The Secor man poured himself another glass of wine and took a swallow. 'You only have to get rid of the guy. Kill him. How, is up to you. Act generous. You'll be able to draw funds from us at any time. 'If I succeed in this, I'll be clear?' 'You'll be clear. And have credits to burn.' From where Drax was sitting this rosy prospect seemed far-fetched. If he fulfilled the contract he would know rather too much to be allowed to live, perhaps. On the other hand, to say yes meant a chance, and if he said no it would be the cobalt ray. 'I'll do it.' 
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  Venner had a card slipped under his door, from Riley, the Director of Entertainments. Unlike Lonnie, he had not been renewed and in a couple of weeks he would have to leave the ship. He had arranged to run through a couple of songs with Lonnie that morning, so he took the guitar case and music stand to his singing partner's quarters. 'The new influx of passengers seems as if it may be quite promising for us,' said Lonnie with a grin. 'Not all oldsters, either. There's a youngish party of married couples from Earth. Our bread and butter, what?' 'Well, Riley didn't renew me,' said Venner. 'I got a card. Not required, that's me.' 'Fug me, I don't believe it,' said Lonnie, taking the card from Venner's hand and inspecting it. 'That dirty toe rag. He never liked you, but I didn't think he'd do this.' 'Nah, it's not him,' said Venner. 'This kind of thing happens too often, I can't blame Riley. I must live under a cloud, man.' 'Don't you feel sorry for yourself, my lad,' said Lonnie. 'You've got as much talent as anyone on the boats, and more!' Venner chuckled to himself. 'Well, it doesn't mean I can't get together with you now and then and give the people a pocketful of songs just off the cuff like, eh?' 'Too true,' said Lonnie. 'But if he passed on you, why renew me? If he thinks I act inoffensive and play the crawler so I can stay on, I'll soon disillusion him.' 'Don't make a thing of it, Lonnie,' said Venner. 'Yes, but it's a load of shit. I've seen this before on boats. I've seen it everywhere. And I know what YOUR credentials are. I mean, all the stuff you do, your writing, your acting bits, your composing, your PAINTING, even. Man, you've tried it all, and succeeded. It's just not fair. Other people might do just one little thing like you're doing and they make it. Yet here are you, you can do all these different things, pile up all this work, and still you don't make it. They don't take you up. Perhaps it's something in your birth chart!' 'In all modesty, I don't deny what you say,' replied Venner, 'but maybe the stench is just ON me. But who said anything had to be fair? Life ain't, is it? Maybe I've got the sign on me, Don't let this one get anywhere, he's a bighead. Ah, what do we care, it's all ego anyway, it's all about kudos these days. Now that there's not any real strife about securing a living, we struggle all the harder for the intangible. The dream, baby. Just a position in the world, and a bit of prestige. People don't own up to it much, but who is there amongst us who doesn't wish to feel he's special and better than the others at least in one little thing? Here we all are, secure citizens of the Federation, made for life. Fifty years and more of good dinners stretching ahead, right? Yet we can't just sit on our fat, we want to exert ourselves, don't we, and pull off something spectacular?' 'Hey, you're talking as if you've got a long grey beard, Ven. You're not out of the battle, by any means. What are you, man, nineteen? Twenty? Anyway, we can still do a birthday party or two, if requested. We don't have to go through Entertainments. Fuck Riley!' 'Hey, tell you what, shall we run through a couple of numbers, as we were going to?' said Venner, snapping open the locks on his guitar case. 'Damn well right,' said Lonnie heartily. They set up and went through a couple of songs, but it wasn't there. 'Ah, we were just singin' out of defiance that time,' said Venner, 'so what do we expect? But we got it when we want it.' 'Yeah, we have, and there are plenty of newbies on board who are going to want their little private functions catered to.' 'Damn right they will.'  
  
* * * * * *
 

 'One big plus being on a starliner like this is that they cater for everyone, every permutation of taste, and still provide the old-fashioned live music,' said Drax as he and Rosalind sat over breakfast in their cabin. He held up a flyer showing two singers in top hats, the taller one holding a guitar. 'Are you serious?' said Rosalind as he lifted a forkful of scrambled dodo eggs on toast. 'I can't believe a man like you is able to stomach a True-Time session, as they call it, with some one-man band and pal.' 'The write-up is quite interesting. One of the guys is from Pellax, like me.' Rosalind did not notice that he bit his lip and took a heavy breath. 'You're not going to tell me he's a friend of yours, are you?' 'Ha! No, I'm not. Pellax is as big as earth, you know. I never met him,' said Drax off-handedly, turning to look out of the floor-to-ceiling window which showed the seemingly motionless stars among which the pulsating Tortuga glided like a whale. He took another look at the leaflet. 'Still, I really would like to hear some of the old melodies as laid down by a native son.' Rosalind had picked up a copy of the magazine-like schedule provided by the ship's Entertainments Department. 'Is it this guy here, Lupo Venner? Yes, it says he's a Pellacian.' 'I've never heard the name, but I'm sure he'll bring my memories back.' 'Yeah, well I don't know if I like that,' said Rosalind. 'Maybe you ought to spend more time building up new memories alongside of me first.' 'Don't you think I'll ever forget one little snippet of the delights we've shared, baby. Oh God, I love 'em, but for a poor little runt from plastic Pellax, times like those can be pretty overwhelming,' said Drax, raising his arms over his head as if protecting himself from an avalanche. 'Stupid idiot,' said Rosalind, drawing back the dagger-like toe of her pixie boot, 'I oughta burst your bubble.' In fact it was Venner's partner that they saw in the Coconut Lounge later that day. He was in a corner, surrounded by tourists on folding chairs. 'I'm sorry that my accompaniment is limited to this music box today, my old trusty Tunesmith. I really love, as I'm sure many of you do, a live accompaniment, but my guitar-playing partner Lupo Venner has another engagement tonight, so I am left with the canned melodies.' 'It's not the same,' said an old woman solemnly. 'I quite agree,' said the singer. 'The worst of it is, Ven won't be joining me in an official role much longer. He'll be missed. Well, I say that, but the truth is he will still be on board here for a while, a week or two at least, and he and I may be playing a few informal gigs on board. You can all catch a gig from him while he's still here.' 'Really? That's great,' said Drax. 'Oh yes, birthday parties, engagements, just plain old-fashioned bring-a-bottle parties and get-togethers. We've always done those alongside the more formal performances. We do it for the love of it, man.' 'When is the next one here on board?' asked Drax's lady. 'Nothing is slated yet. When it is though, it will be pretty informal and anybody who's free can come. Leave me your name and cabin number and I'll let you know.' The singer clapped his hands to establish a rhythm, then flipped a switch on the small chrome Tunesmith box and from all around them arose a deep orchestral string arrangement, not overloud. It seemed to be emanating from the floor and the sides of the ship.   Smoothly and as it were without transition from his speaking mode, the minstrel began crooning 'My One and Only Love'. 'Hey, it was a good crowd that came aboard from the taxi yesterday, a real friendly bunch,' hissed a thick-set fellow with fair hair, 'and most of us are here now, you see.' 'You're right, actually,' whispered Drax. He winked and raised his fingers to his lips. 'Dig those strains.' The blond man, who smelled of lager beer, raised his thumb in agreement and sank back onto his canvas chair to listen his fill. A few more songs went down and the audience was attentive and applauded loudly, forgetting about any lack of input from a live musician. Just after the minstrel had got into 'The Nearness of You' a drumming, booming noise started to infiltrate into the backing track. It got louder. And louder. Then an electronic whooping gained in volume. This had nothing to do with the song. 'An alarm!' said Drax. A man close to the singer stood up and began to denounce the Federation. A fellow beside him then leapt on Lonnie. The aggressors were young and red-faced, wearing a curious combination of formal evening attire and clothing associated with visiting a beach resort. As Lonnie skilfully defended himself, the tirade continued:  'These incidents shall not be allowed to pass without response. Also, my people have been exploited by swine, heartless swine.'  Drax pushed between the toe-tappers and hurled himself onto Lonnie's antagonist. The man twisted in his grip and jumped clear, briefly. His fists and feet moved in a blur, raising welts on anyone in range. 
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  The desk the two girls shared in Mr Dashak's class in the little school in the run-down town on the insignificant planet Pluron was in the front row. Nearby was the crate out of which they had taken their bottles of morning break-time abaya juice. From the box on the teacher's desk Tyana had fetched them two straws each. 'It's a wonder Erl's not drinking his straight out of the bottle,' said Teresa, looking over at the boy who was sitting on his own at a desk in the corner. That week Mr Dashak had announced a new seating arrangement in class: pupils could choose their own places, sit next to whatever friend they wished. (He had tried other schemes too, such as having a big 'brains table' of several desks pushed together in the centre at which students who had turned in the best work the preceding week would be available for the others to consult with. These methods were worth trying out, instead of just arranging the pupils in lines alphabetically by surname.) 'Erl doesn't really have a single friend in class,' said Teresa. 'No,' said Tyana. 'He calls them small time. He prefers to hang out with the big boys. You know, jet gypsies. And the worst ones, at that.' The jet gypsies, the sons of visiting space merchants and fairground proprietors, always let local boys join them in their sports and games. It was a tough gig though, and every new recruit had to be dragged through a prickle bush first. Erl had. Once he was in with them he became a daredevil on their buzz bikes and crates. Some were dangerously overpowered and some were ancient. Some even had wheels. Jet gypsy children would come to class, briefly. Sometimes Erl knew them. His father often took him with him when he went to visit these travelling entrepreneurs. Erl's father had travelled with these people before he was married, and he could speak their language. Erl was small and wiry, but even the biggest boys steered clear of him. If Erl got into a temper and went at someone, it was rough. Even Astok, the toughest boy in the class, would take a beating from Erl. 'What makes him so different to everyone else?' asked Tyana. 'How do I know? But he's the same as the other boys in one way,' said Teresa. 'He'd like to go out with Reianne, I bet.' Reianne Osferr, a self-possessed girl with bobbed brown hair and a turned-up nose, was accepted as being the pin-up in the class. Reianne seemed to have a charmed life. Everything about her was neat and clean and wonderful. Her parents were older than anyone else's and she had obviously inherited some of their way of looking at things, which was not quite today's way. It was more classy and reserved. Not that Reianne was old-fashioned, she was completely up to the minute. She was clever in class, without being brilliant. The girls liked her, and did not resent the fact that the boys treated her like a queen. Reianne was pleasant to everyone, including Erl. Erl was puzzled by this. She treated him the same as she treated the others. She didn't seem to think he was different from anyone else. Unlike Reianne, the rest of the class were always wary around him and didn't act natural. For his part, Erl did not treat Reianne like an ordinary classmate. Though he could be friendly when it suited him, Erl would often ignore his fellow pupils, or push them out of the way or smack them if necessary. When it came to Reianne, he was too shy to say anything. Reianne was perhaps the only girl Astok, the tough boy, would have stood up to Erl for, if she asked him to. She never asked. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 The school, like any other school on the planet, had its share of fads. These came and went. They would take hold for a day or two, a week at most, and then it was quiet until the next thing.  You had the Earth music craze, with everybody on the playground gyrating to the strains of Tunesmith boxes on the playground tarmac. This was one of the few crazes that had a lasting effect on Erl. He became a real connoisseur of Earth beats, particularly folk-rock.  After the Earth music it would be power kites for a while, with everyone competing to get the biggest and highest-flying one; then jet skates were the rage. Erl rarely took any interest. He had his own things going on. He was the black sheep of his class, and of the school itself, and took a pride in it. Then the craze for the movie Pirates of the Cosmos started. There was the film, the comic, the hardbacked annual and the tricorn cap. Of course, the jet gypsies wore tricorns, amongst other headgear, and Erl's father brought one home for him. This was a genuine tricorn, quite expensive, and modelled after those made on Earth long ago. Erl certainly stood out when he arrived at school with that on. It was much better than the cardboard ones some of the boys had sent off for using a coupon from the Pirates of the Cosmos comic. 'Thanks, Dad,' said Erl, putting it on. He looked in the mirror and adjusted it. 'Let me try it,' said Tron, Erl's eight-year-old brother. 'You'll need some bundled-up paper in there,' said their dad. Tron really liked the cap, but Erl wouldn't let him hang onto it. At bedtime he took it and put it in the cardboard box where he kept his comics. The next day, looking like a real brigand, Erl caused a sensation as he came through the school gates. 'That's a great tricorn, Erl,' said someone. 'Ah, I've got plenty of these old things,' said Erl with a shrug. 'Where'd you get it?' asked someone else. 'The jet boys wear 'em all the time.' Though he didn't say much, it seemed as if Erl was happy to be the centre of attention that day. Everyone flocked around him, even Reianne, and when they went into class, as it was a day when they could sit anywhere, she sat at his desk with him. 'He looks stupid,' said Tyana. 'Ridiculous,' said Teresa. 'Why is Reianne playing up to him?' 'What's that you've got there, Erloch? Do you think you're a country squire?' said Mr Dashak. 'Take it off, boy.' Erl did so and put it in his desk. For the rest of the day, sitting beside Reianne, he behaved like a model pupil. The next day, Erl went into class, taking off his tricorn as he did so, and saw that Reianne was sitting with Sarinda Sarell, at Sarinda's desk. They were colouring in a big map with crayons. Reianne looked up at Erl then returned to her colouring. Erl went to his desk. He opened the desk lid and put his tricorn cap in, then gently shut it. Reianne was obviously ready to stay beside Sarinda Sarell for the next week, at least. Erl decided he wouldn't wear the tricorn on the way home. He wadded it up and stuck it in his pocket. Tron could have it to play with. You can't wear a Pirates of the Cosmos cap forever, he thought to himself. But in a way, that was what Erl, or Erloch Spurgo, went on trying to do for the rest of his life. 
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  Drax's finger-spear blow and a left-hand chop were smoothly parried and the fellow brought his knee up to Drax's groin. Drax yelled but managed to bring his elbow up for a crushing monkey blow under the point of the guy's chin. Meanwhile, the man Lonnie had been wrestling with broke away and the blond, heavy-set character who smelled of beer caught him by the back of his coat collar. He threw him to the ground, pinioning one wrist with his foot and twisting the other in a fancy grip. Drax's man somehow drew himself back into consciousness with a sweep of his head. He leapt to his feet. His face was contorted and he showed gleaming white teeth with large canines as he gave out a high-pitched screech to inspire fear. At the same time he was canny enough to exert all the strength he had left in an attempt to to escape. 'You bastard!' said Drax, laying him out with a crack on the jaw. He then leapt on the terrorist and locked his left forearm under the guy's chin. Blue-uniformed security guards entered with firearms and handcuffs. Women were shrieking, and some people were dashing from the auditorium while others gathered to look. 'They haven't got so much as a sharp-toothed comb on them, we were confident of that much, anyway' one of the security guards told Drax, when the men were under arrest. 'But they wanted to have their little say in things, prove their point, like. With you around, sir, he didn't get very far with his Magna Carta, did he!' 'I didn't want him pressing any buttons,' said Drax. 'That's a funny-looking belt he's got on.' 'No, no, nothing along that line at all, they can't have. We sweep the whole ship for such as that all the time. You did well, but thankfully no one on any of these decks has got anything lethal about them, except our chaps. Everyone has been screened. All he did was make himself look an idiot. His cause, whatever it may be, has not been furthered all that much, what?' 'God knows what he thought he had to gain by ruining a gig full of show tunes,' said Lonnie, pocketing his chrome Tunesmith. 'Yeah, just when I was congratulating myself on finding a sophisticated group of music lovers,' said Rosalind. She was still shaky and the burly security officer nodded at her encouragingly and patted her shoulder. 'You're not ex-Praetorian by any chance, are you?' said the beer-smelling individual Drax had been talking to earlier. He had handed his prisoner over to the men in blue. 'No,' said Drax. 'But you're a trained man?' 'I've pounded a few parade grounds and attended a number of courses.' 'Hollis Pierpoint,' said the heavy-set blond guy, sticking his hand out. 'Drax Deerfield.' Lonnie raised his arms in the air. 'Just a word, people! I think the mood has been shattered by that little piece of business, don't you, ladies and gentlemen? For those of us left, I mean. So I respectfully suggest we break and refresh ourselves here at the excellent bar of the Coconut Lounge.' 'That's great,' said Pierpoint. 'What are you having, er, Drax? May I call you Drax?' 'Of course. Schooner of lager beer.' Drax and Rosalind settled in at a table with this blond bull of a guy called Hollis Pierpoint. He spoke like an educated man, but his air of bumptiousness and his compulsive talkativeness gave him a childlike air. The singer, after receiving congratulations from his audience, had been handing out cards so anyone could contact him if they wished to enjoy live singing for any event or party, large or small. 'No extra charge for this pocketful of melodies either, it's all been paid for,' he said with a grin. 'Come and join us, what'll you have?' said Pierpoint to the minstrel, pulling out a straw-bottomed chair. Introductions were made all around. Like Drax and Pierpoint, Lonnie Pascoe was soon enjoying the draught lager the Coconut Lounge supplied. 'What was it you were saying earlier, about your former partner?' said Drax when introductions had been made. 'The guy with the guitar? He's got another gig?' 'Lupo? Lupo Venner? Yes, that's right. He's, well, he's moving on to better things. Fantastic on the guitar. Talented singer, too. The opportunities that guy has got are endless, man. The old Tortuga was just a pit stop for him. He will surely go higher,' he said in a sing-song way which made his words seem all the more sincere. 'A lady was telling me that together you have, or had, something unique,' said Rosalind. 'It's not for me to say, but I believe that devoutly,' said Pascoe. The overweight Head of Security, Thorason Blake, returned to the Coconut Lounge. He located Hollis Pierpoint and marched straight up to the festive table. 'What we were thinking about these two demo jockeys was not quite right. The one that you tackled, sir,' he said, bowing his head to Hollis Pierpoint, 'was the problem. Thank God you took him down. It could have been very, very tasty if you hadn't nabbed him.'  'What, did he have a firearm then, after all? Didn't someone say everybody aboard had been screened?' 'Well, he couldn't have had it on him until just before he got to the door here on his way in. We've got to think that he had some inside help, because there is no way he got it through Yellow Deck.' 'What was it?' 'A simple laser grenade. Small, but nasty if it had split the hull and caused a depressurisation. He could have got their demands into the news for a week or two, then.' 'You're not kidding,' said Hollis Pierpoint. 'He could have blown a whole section, bulkhead to bulkhead, before the fallback cut in and poured on the molten titanium. Maybe killed a hundred or more.' 
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'What organisation is it he's advocating?' asked Drax. The officer sighed. 'We don't really want to give them any extra publicity. But in the case of you two gents I don't really feel I can withhold it. He told me he was all for Jyconan Liberation.' 'Well, I've never heard of them,' said Pierpoint, 'but I'm going to make it my business to find out.' He shook his head and sighed.  'Yeah, we need to get a handle on this and find out as much as we can about these guys, man.' 'It's a mess, but what can you say?' 'As we know, these days nothing and no one is negligible enough to be totally harmless,' said Pierpoint. The overweight Security Head was obviously competent and dedicated to his job, but he had been caught short on this occasion. In the presence of Drax and Pierpoint, two passengers who had taken over during the crisis, he suddenly started turning pinker and pinker. 'So the Jyconan crowd wants to be free, does it?' said a man on another table . 'Free to do what? Let in more villains to brew up trouble for the rest of us? I've served there, man, and the place is a cesspool, a gilded one.' 'Are you questioning their right to self-govern?' said Drax. 'I just say they don't have a lot of gratitude or any sense of proportion.' 'Gratitude's a luxury. If you get it, great, but don't count on it,' said the Pellacian. Lonnie was getting ready to finish his drink and leave when he saw the dark-haired woman who had collared Lupo Venner earlier. She was sitting at the bar and watching the door of the Coconut Lounge. Lonnie thought to himself that she must be watching for Lupo again. She was attractive and tallish, probably in her late twenties, dressed in a business woman's suit with an extravagant red feather corsage on the lapel of her jacket. Her hair was loosely knotted at the back, and in front, artfully escaping strands threatened to fall in her eye. Lonnie thought he would try his well-tested bantering approach. 'I was wondering if I could have a word, miss. You see, I happen to be an acquaintance of Lupo Venner's. Otherwise, could my luck really be in? Is it possible you were speaking to him earlier just as a pretext to get to me?' he said with a bow. 'My name is Lonnie Pascoe.' 'Who is there aboard the old tub who doesn't know the wandering minstrels?' she said.   'Another drink?' 'Thank you, yes.' 'Did you witness the excitement with the terrorists from Jycona earlier?' he asked. She waved her arm. 'Those nobodies.' 'Well, that's the attitude the head of security was taking, but we all thought he was making a mistake. No one is negligible when he takes up a laser grenade.' 'I had things to tell your friend Venner that were of far more importance than the protests of those two silly boys,' she said. 'He seemed to just pretend he didn't know what I was talking about earlier. Unless he's just playing games. How much does he know?' 'About what?' 'About himself, you dummy.' Her eyes seemed to probe deep inside the minstrel's head. 'He did tell me once that he'd heard some garbage about a conspiracy to deprive him of some legacy or other,' said Lonnie with a snort of laughter. A brilliant smile darted across her smooth and slightly olive-tinted face. 'He said that? He actually said that?' 'Yes, he did,' said Lonnie, taken aback. 'But so what? It was odd though, because he mentioned that as if it were a bagatelle, while such a little detail as the fact that he's not getting his rubber stamp to perform in the concerts aboard here seemed to knock him for six.' 'Yes, but he goes that far, does he? ' she said, nodding to herself. 'He believes there are those who are keeping him back in life?' 'It was just a passing remark when we were enjoying a bottle or three of Veloran red, so I don't know. You had best ask him. Let him speak for himself. I can show you to his quarters if you like, because I think he's back there now,' said Lonnie, looking at his ship's-time watch. 'Can you just tell me, do you think he has received any message lately that is likely to change his life in some major way?' 'Not that I know of, he's just maintained an even keel, though as I say he's been on a bit of a downer over this singing stint we've been doing.' She smiled rapturously. 'You've heard us?' said Lonnie, expecting a rave review. 'No, no. It's just that, well, it's wonderful to think that he has made his way through life in the Federation like that. On shipboard too, which isn't the easiest life, is it? And as a singer! He really sings?' 'Of course he does,' muttered Lonnie, suddenly eager to break away from this problem woman. 'He plays too.' He had thought at first that he might be able to get her into the sack. Maybe he could, and the thought of it was still a kick, but it was clear that any thrills he got from her would be paid for in stress. Heck, there were millions of women around keen to sack out with a guy who enjoyed a bit of a public profile. Some of them might prove amusing and life-enhancing companions, so he didn't need this. Unhinged fans and groupies were bad enough, but she wasn't even that. What exactly was her angle? Was she a relative of Ven's? Or was she here to notify him that he had won a lottery prize? Lonnie shrugged his shoulders. Trying to find out from this one would be a headache. She was attractive, though, and probably cunning enough to get a guy into her net when she wanted to. He had better warn Ven about her, that was for sure.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


- 8 -
  Erloch Spurgo completed his schooling at the age of thirteen. He had picked up a coat of polish and could read and write, but more importantly he had learned the art of intimidation.  His fists were hard and if he struck a guy, the guy usually went down. Erl knew however that sometimes the reason why the guy went down (and particularly why he stayed down), was not on account of the power of his fist but because the victim was aware of the network Erloch Spurgo had spun around himself.  It was also clear that this medium-sized nondescript with a little hooked nose and small, birdlike green eyes, had the memory of an elephant and the grip of a crocodile. Spurgo was aware from early on that force was not always desirable or necessary. He often got his results by getting people to do him favours. These favours he would purchase by handing them sweets. (When the confectionery was doled out at home or among relatives or friends' parents, Erl would often stash a few. When he had built up a store, he would use this candy as an inducement for his brother Tron, for example, to step in and complete a household chore that Erl didn't wish to deal with.) Later, when he was well embarked on his 'career', Erl Spurgo still had the wit to back up his real and totally formidable muscle power (he exercised with weights three times a week) with intimidation, flattery and bribery. There was a planet called Jycona which orbited the same sun as Pluron. The Jyconans had accepted many Pluronians as immigrants over the years, Pluron being a poverty-stricken world of deserts and poisonous flora and fauna. When the first Jyconan ships arrived and the visitors offered the Pluronians the opportunity to accompany them and experience the pleasant environment of Jycona, many took them up on it. Over the years, Pluron lost large numbers of its population to the other planet, and this had the effect, as resources were scarce, of improving the lot of those who did remain on Pluron. Over a decade, almost, Spurgo had built himself a criminal empire spread across two or three cities in the area of Pluron known as Naetrea. What could he not do somewhere else then, he asked himself, some place with more people and more opportunities? Like the others, he saw the benefits of moving to Jycona. Jycona itself was rich only in contrast to Pluron and other 'alkali sink' planets. It had only become space-viable through contact by entrepreneurs from Pellax. Pellacian and pseudo-Earth influence was everywhere on Jycona and, of course, on Pluron too.  Spurgo had managed to raise the credits needed to get himself to the spaceport of Kellagad on Jycona. It was a large sum for a Pluronian. Many people were in debt for years after making the journey. In Spurgo's case the cost of the voyage, and he bought premium tickets, took every credit he had so far acquired. He'd had a trustworthy gang built up on Pluron but there was no way he could pay for their travel. Anyway, types like those were common in the galaxy. Not one of them justified shelling out the cash. Spurgo decided to keep quiet about his plans and simply clean out and leave. There was only one Erloch Spurgo, and what he had done on one planet he could repeat on the other.  But he did stretch his funds far enough to take a girl with him. She had been his sweetheart from the start of his criminal escapades four or five years earlier.  Spurgo had no sooner got her installed in the hotel near the space station than she ran out on him. She evidently thought Jycona was a place where she could easily start from scratch too. Homesick, strange as it may seem, for Pluron, and impoverished by his recent expenses, Spurgo was sent reeling by this blow. Luckily he had paid extra for a six-week stay at the travel company's hotel to be included in the deal. He had allowed for time to set up his crooked schemes on the new planet. So though he had only a few credits to rattle in his pocket, he could first of all gather his wits and get over his betrayal by the gold-digging wench and plan his next move.  He was not well placed to start tracking her down, and that would be a pointless endeavour anyway. She had become as one dead so far as he was concerned. But as he wrenched the image of this slag from his mind another image appeared, that of Reianne Osferr, that sweetheart back in Mr Dashak's classroom. From now on, if he thought about romance and that kind of thing at all, it would be Reianne and no one else. Some time, some way, he hoped to win Reianne. He was in no position to do so now, but she would be his beacon. Oddly, he knew that a few weeks earlier she had embarked for Jycona, and this very port. She might even have stayed in this hotel, in this room even. What a comfort. For all he knew, he was on Holy Ground. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 After wallowing under the covers for a couple of days and sending out for bottles of cheap black wine, Spurgo finally rolled out of bed, bathed and shaved, dressed in his best outfit , slicked his hair back and went out to a club he had heard about, the Royal Guard. The place also served as a tavern, one of the toughest in the port city of Kellagad. It happened to be the last night of that year's version of Kellagad's famous Beer and Sausage Festival. Spurgo ordered a pot of coffee and requested a corner table. From there he could observe the whole room but be shrouded in comparative darkness himself. He just hoped that the filthy wench who had betrayed him did not venture into the place, because then he might not be able to hold his fury in. He needed to keep his attention on the next hand or two dealt to him by fate if he wished to open up on Jycona the same glittering compendium of games he had got going on Pluron. Gazing around the joint he could study the hard cases and hoods and start to work out the hierarchies that held sway amongst them.  He could also see the sleek businessmen who prided themselves on keeping their skirts clean no matter what the stench. It was a pleasing fairy tale to them that while their rodents ran the day-to-day, they themselves could keep their fingernails and their togs unsullied. There was one table that drew Spurgo's attention more than any other. The main man there was tall and angular, with that scarlet tint to his skin that proclaimed one of the inhabitants of the country of Achelar on the planet Haladar. Achelarans were lanky, some seven feet tall, some eight. It was clear that the Achelaran boss man, whose name he heard was Tarbo, had marked Spurgo, also. There was a good-looking girl dressed in cream satin and brown leather whose beauty in the artificial candlelight made Spurgo look away. His love was for Reianne Osferr and always would be, but he was addicted to tarts. For now though, there was no time for tarts. She signified what would be waiting as soon as he had made his mark. He was not yet the man he intended to become. In this grimy world full of struggle and backstabbing, he needed to secure dominance. One straightforward if not necessarily easy way of getting it was to usurp the domain of another. Of this Achelaran, for example. Because Tarbo appeared to be thriving. He cultivated a lordly air of indifference. Beside him was a fellow in nondescript leathers, ripped and scuffed and short of some of their studs. Spurgo recognised the man. He had been prosecuted on Pluron a year or two before for a water-smuggling scam that went wrong.  It was a serious offence, meriting death or at least twenty years of prison, and, as he had known the man, Spurgo had asked a friend of his who had some legal knowledge to do what he could for him. It seemed as if the man must have got off, after all.  Hertig, Kalat Hertig was his name. Hertig remembered his benefactor Spurgo too, because a smile passed across his face and he said something to the man from Achelar. The Achelaran smiled also, and Spurgo took his chance to get up from his seat and bow. With a wave he was invited over to their table where he saw from close up that the lovely lady appeared unnaturally still at times. She was in fact a 'holodoll' companion. (Though these toys had no holographic function, the name had caught on.) The droids were ingeniously constructed and you could interact with them very intimately. The Achelaran kingpin must be a man of considerable heft to have acquired one of these dolls. 'Have a drink with us, sir,' said the boss. The droid angled its head in the direction of the newcomer and a polite smile registered on those features made from premium dermaplasm. You've got SOME software, baby, thought Spurgo. He must have been gazing too intensely, because the boss man grunted and said, 'Time for retiring, Mitzi.' With that, the glittering piece of technology which had pearly teeth that were more human than the humans', and a marvellous hank of hair, withdrew. 'I bet you wish you could afford one of those to lighten your boredom,' said a cherry-skinned Achelaran flunkey on an adjacent table to Spurgo. Spurgo swung round. The fellow was sneering and had his two hands lying on the table top with a finger-pistol on the index of each. 'I doubt if they make them so they can be programmed to adjust to the stench a guy who has just arrived from the pits of Pluron,' added an equally rough companion who also hailed from Achelar. The main man was watching to see how Spurgo answered these compliments. Spurgo either had to respond or crawl away and find himself honest employment. He hurled the contents of his cup into the face of the last speaker and with a chopping blow split the nose of the man next to him into a twisted horn of cartilage.  
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  'Were you saying something about being a Praetorian at one stage?' said Lonnie to Hollis Pierpoint, instinctively casting an eye over Pierpoint's ample waistline. 'It's not a hand-span any more, I know,' said Pierpoint, running his thumbs around inside his belt. 'The old thatch is going too,' he added with a sickly grin, touching at his dome. 'Middle age is hell,' he said with a sigh, 'especially when you have a taste for the drink and sometimes make a double go-round at the refectory. But in all modesty, yes, I was once a Guard, serving under one of the finest officers in the palace of His Majesty Lox Hiradrad, who is now, as you know, Emperor of the whole of Hortada Superior.' 'That's right,' said Thorason Blake, the Head of Security on the Tortuga. 'And I bet you Hollis is too modest to reveal here even a part of the little services he did for His Majesty while he was still uniting the planet.' 'You're very generous, Thor,' said Pierpoint. 'It's not really due to my efforts, but of course, the old place, Hortada, has become quite a beacon of freedom, as they call it, and  one of the finest components of the Inter-Galactic Federation.' 'Ah-ah-ah-ah-men,' sang Drax, who had overheard their talk. A couple of respectable citizens, probably Christians, glared at Drax with distaste. 'I must agree with Thorason,' said Drax. 'Hollis here is a veteran. Anyone can read that much up in the shipboard gossip mag that's always lying around. Of course, one big guy looks after another, wouldn't you say, Thor?'  The burly security chief jokingly went as if to punch Drax Deerfield, then turned and headed for the bar.  'Anyway,' said Drax, 'a guy sometimes needs some heft behind him to do the sort of work we just sorted out, wouldn't you say, Hollis?' 'You're right,' said Pierpoint, and the two of them, who had not met before that day, shook on it. Drax's girlfriend Rosalind, thought Lonnie, was definitely trying to draw her man out of the orbit of those two tubs, Pierpoint and Blake. The three of them could combine into a unit fit for propping up a bar with no trouble whatsoever. 'Why don't you grab his ear and take him back to your suite, or else give him a tour around a Holodream?' said Lonnie to her with a wink. 'Yes, you watch yourself, Drax,' said Rosalind. 'Don't get me wrong, because I'm glad you did your bit earlier, but you have already got enough prestige for one lifetime. The rest of this voyage you better see me first before you steam in, or else.' 'She tells him what's what all right,' said Lonnie complacently to Latonia Fletcher, who had just entered the bar. 'You realize that that pair of dummies from Jycona were after Ven, as you call him,' said Latonia, disregarding the previous topic of conversation. 'No, I didn't realize that. I suppose it's possible, though. Would you like a drink?' 'All right. Thanks. But yes, I believe that's why one of them jumped on you. Mistook you for Lupo Venner.' 'All-round incompetents, weren't they! Let's go over here.' To his surprise, Latonia allowed him to lead her to a shaded nook flanked by a couple of real, living plants in pots. 'What can I get you?' he asked, looking at her deep blue eyes and the silky top lip with its slight dusting of down. 'Abaya juice, please. No ice.' My next task, he thought to himself, is to avoid all talk of Lupo Venner, wonderful as he is. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 Attack is often the best form of defence, but when you strike a surprise blow you'd better be ready to follow it up. Spurgo had learned a lot on the streets at home but Achelar was obviously no bed of roses either, because the fellow with the ruined nose rolled with the blow, then exploded with a savage laugh and brought up a boot that slammed into Spurgo's hip, narrowly missing the young bantam's pride and joy. Any closer, it would have ended the match.  The other fellow got to his feet, more than ready to help his comrade while the kingpin beside Kalat Hertig watched with a connoisseur's interest. He raised a hand. 'No. Between those two,' he said. Spurgo, so much shorter and slighter than the Achelaran, took two half-steps backward, but only to sum up his opponent all the better. He smiled and his small, unwinking green eyes made the other fellow halt in his tracks. There was something about him that suggested a bird of prey. Spurgo moved his head from side to side, just a touch, and the Achelaran flinched.  As if gathering all his fury into one mass, he shook his head and grunted. A gout of blood fell from his swelling nose. He leapt. Spurgo twisted away from this onslaught and tried to get from under. But the guy was heavy. An arm and a shoulder held Spurgo anchored to the floor. The Achelaran bully boy had been bred for this, and so had his father and grandfather. Spurgo had sprung from several gutter-bred generations on Pluron. Still, the fight was no walkover. The birdlike Pluronian struggled to his feet and delivered several kicks and blows that made the guy pause. At the end though the Achelaran landed a combination of blows that almost rendered Spurgo unconscious. Groaning, the smaller fighter strove to get to his feet. 'Ha!' said the Achelaran, drawing a cleaver some kitchen menial had left on a side table. He inspected it lovingly, then drew back his arm, ready to strike at Spurgo's neck.  'No,' shouted Kalat Hertig, and when the man hesitated, he drew a laser pistol and blasted the cleaver from his hand. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


- 10 -
  Spurgo woke up on a divan in a bare room. 'Who's here?' he shouted. A young man appeared, in a white jacket. 'Where am I?' 'In your hotel, on the recreation and therapy floor.' 'How did I get back here?' 'Mr Kalat Hertig and another gentleman brought you in last night.' 'Kalat Hertig?' Spurgo passed his hand gingerly across his ribs. That bastard Achelaran really was a heavyweight! Carefully, he got to his feet and looked into a mirror on the wall. His head looked fifty per cent larger than when he went into that bar the night before. 'I would like to thank Mr Hertig.' 'Shall I see if I can raise him?' The orderly or nurse activated a comm bug on his ear lobe. He listened, then muttered something under his breath. 'He left a message wanting to be informed when you came to, so I let him know that you are now conscious.' In less than an hour, Kalat Hertig appeared. 'Thank you for getting me out of that hole last night.' 'That's nothing, old man. May I call you Erl? You helped me out of a bum situation on Pluron and I was glad to reciprocate. Things are not as bad as they could be. Though you took a pasting, they put a scan on you and there's no major problem. None of the injuries require anything other than rest.'  Hertig was very attentive over the next day or two. Spurgo was eager to quit the divan, but his new friend encouraged him to lie still and practise visualisation exercises to speed his recovery. 'I'm recovered now,' he said one morning. 'My time will be up at the hotel here, and I must be on my way.' 'And ?' 'I am very grateful to you for saving my life, and for the care you've provided. But there's this, Kal: from things you've said I can't believe that you haven't got some idea, some project, in mind for me.' 'Ha ha ha! There's no putting anything over on a kid from Pluron! You don't think I'm in it out of sheer affection and gratitude, well, I can understand that.' He shook his head, chuckling. 'Am I wrong?' 'No, you're not wrong,' said Kal, sobering abruptly. He ruffled his well-trimmed fair hair. Kal was five feet six but came across as bigger. 'It's only a proposition, and you can answer yes or no.' The fact that Hertig had become the right hand of a cherry-skinned Achelaran was something. They were a notoriously suspicious and cold-blooded race.  'Your boss, is he behind any of this?' 'No, he's not. Tarbo was in favour of helping you all right, but simply out of a sense of fair play. He went along with it when I prevented Gugat from chopping you.' Kalat Hertig looked down at his shoes. 'You need my help in some way, is that it?' said Spurgo. 'Well yes, you would be perfect for the, uh, task. But you'll help me and it will by no means be hurtful to you. When I grow, you grow.' Hertig showed his straight white teeth. 'I've more or less got myself back in shape,' said Spurgo, 'so I can do my best for you, for both of us. There's no fractures, as you know.' 'What sets are you doing, sit-ups, push-ups?' 'Yes, and pull-ups on the bar there. Squats.' 'Well, that's great, it's all great. You're a comer, you're on the up. You have exactly the right attitude.' 'For what? Come on, for what?' 'Getting rid of Tarbo.' 'What? I had been thinking you were friends.' 'You can't be friends with an Achelaran. You can become what they call a mutual, which I is what I am as regards Tarbo. It means he isn't quite indifferent whether I live or die. They are a frozen race, a race of stiffs, man.' 'If you don't care for his company, why don't you just move away?' 'I know too much to be allowed to leave. I know his weaknesses, his crimes, and where powerful enemies can be put in possession of some useful and lucrative information.' 'But why are you asking me to help? A guy who got beaten within inches of his own demise?' 'I saw you spirit, your attitude. That Gugat you were fighting, he's a trained man from the cradle. No one from poor old Pluron should have made any headway whatsoever, but you stood up to him. It's a marvel that you even survived. The fact you've got no broken bones is incredible to me. Along with your other qualities you are unquestionably lucky. ' 'You want Tarbo out of the way so you can take over?' 'In Tarbo's operation there are five Achelarans, the others come from under any number of flags. He didn't choose many Achelarans because being one himself he knew their points. Sincerity and loyalty are not their strong suit.' Spurgo, with memories of the dusty streets of his home town and the treacheries large and small that he lived with every day, wondered if Kalat was giving him the real snuff. Did he really see him, Spurgo, as a little tin apostle? Or was he setting him up as a cat's paw, to keep his own fur unruffled in the toppling of a big noise? Or was it all based on simple gratitude? Was this the pay-back for the little bit of legal finagling that Spurgo had asked his friend Xavier to undertake back on Pluron? 'I am not sure I can help you much, Kal. But I will try.' 'The very fact that you didn't shrivel, man, that's something. It upset Gugat. It hit him, I saw it. That little trick you had of moving your head from side to side.' 'Ah yes, that is something of my own.' 'That scared Gugat, did you see him jump?' 'Yes, I did.' 'What was in your head at that moment?' 'Nothing.' 'Nothing?' 'Nothing except, well, I could as it were see him laid out and cold.' 'That's it, that's it. What do you call it?' 'Well, I learned it from a thief way back. He called it the Mind Blow.' 'Of course.' Spurgo laughed. 'Some blow, though! You see, you can't really count on it. Sometimes it works, sometimes it will fail you. It's handy to have in your arsenal, but you can't depend on it.' 'It helped you with Gugat.' 'It wouldn't have stopped him decapitating me. You did that. But it's something to keep in your repertoire all right, if the need for it comes up at the right time.' 'It's a good stick but a bad crutch, yes?' 'That's it. And, you see, the outcome of the Mind Blow depends on where your opponent is at, mentally. Some guys see you squinting at them and, hey, what is there to worry about? In that case, if you're depending on your brassy stare, you're fucked.' Hertig shook his hand. 'It makes me feel good just to know you understand things like that, and you're not just a brawler who fights out of a grudge with the world, as it were. You're a contender.' 'I've got to be. But it's better to be a winner, what?' 'We're all contenders, and no one wins for long, in the scheme of life.' 'Tarbo has been winning everything in sight.' 'Tarbo will soon taste the bitterness of defeat,' said Hertig. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


- 11 -
  Lonnie Pascoe was keen to get another performer alongside him in the Top Hats. He couldn't play an instrument, not even a musical chopstick, and a guitarist, flute player, or even someone with a tambourine, gave the audience something else to look at. He could turn the Tunesmith on and keep up with it and that was that. Lonnie auditioned three or four people informally in his quarters and chose a guy calling himself Vince Crotchett (a terrible pseudonym). Vince was a great improvisor on the sax and keyboard. He knew all the styles and could even read the stave, which was more than Lonnie or Venner could do. Riley the Entertainments Manager gave Vince the thumbs-up after hearing the new duo perform 'The Nearness of You'. 'Fine,' said Riley. 'I would say he's even better than Lupo Venner.' 'You would, would you?' said Lonnie. 'You still haven't told me why you didn't renew Ven.' Riley ignored the remark and left, scribbling something on his clipboard. The Tortuga was due to lock into synchronous orbit over Krayko City on Dalhedra. From what Lonnie had seen, Latonia was still orbiting around Lupo Venner. Observing, but apparently not too keen to make contact. 'You travelling in on the taxi?' he said to Latonia when he saw her stranding in line in the corridor. 'I was looking for Ven. He's going down now too.' Latonia was dressed in a pale blue dress, pixie boots, and a piece of black fashion headwear modelled like a soldier's forage cap. 'I'd been hoping you'd be travelling down there to check Ven out, if not me.' 'I happen to want to see Krayko!' she said with a laugh. 'Anyway, I still haven't decided who's better-looking, you or Mr Venner.' 'The best-looking could be the new bloke in the Top Hats, Vince Crotchett,' said Lonnie. 'I haven't seen him yet. He's a head-turner, is he?' said Latonia. 'Well, I believe he's taking the Krayko City route today, as well. He might give you a signed holograph.' 
  
* * * * * *
 

 'Look at her all spread out there. Krayko, where the lounge lizards get first call on everything,' said an elderly gent as the taxi approached. Cynical though he might be, the retiree was eager for the place's famous attractions. As they coasted in over the city, Krayko resembled a massive bronze and marble artwork encrusted with bits of winking coloured glass and crawling with dot-like mannequins as well as bugs that were in reality shuttle craft and taxis. Standing beside Venner now, Lonnie glanced at his friend. Even Ven, usually so deadpan, was grinning to himself at the outrageous beauty of the galactic fleshpot. 'Hope you all got your credits and insurance!' shouted the pilot as he sat back and let the landing bay's tractor beam pull the craft onto the soil of Krayko City. Lonnie saw Latonia holding back a little as the people eagerly disembarked and were soon soaked up by the alleyways and boulevards. 'I'm sure that girl is still watching you,' Lonnie said to Venner, keeping the envy out of his voice. 'You're such a lucky man.' 'You think so?' said his friend with a grin, after looking over at the solemn brunette. 'I know so. Get in there, why don't you?' 'Not my type, man.' Released into Krayko City, the two friends decided to follow their noses and soon were in a street full of taverns and cafés interspersed with small theatres that staged exotic dances, also outright couplings between unusual creatures. A talking octopus from some nearby moon was advertised as being eager for the charms of an eighty-year-old divorcée from a run-down outpost just beyond Krayko. 'As we're here,' Lonnie said sheepishly, 'I suppose we ought to take in one or two of these educational shows.' 'You're right. After all, what happens in Krayko, stays in Krayko.' In fact, the octopus show was a disappointment. The octopus, which had a pool of warm water bubbling at the side of the stage, could not talk at all. It merely gave out beeps and screams. Admittedly, these became high-pitched and frantic when the old girl appeared, dressed in a simple nightgown embroidered with rose buds. Lonnie was not eager to watch the outcome of this 'high romance', and Venner looked ready to puke, so they made their getaway. After they had settled themselves down by playing the gambling machines at an arcade and having their head bumps and their cards read by a gypsy, they sat enjoying steak sandwiches in a beer hall. 'I've been thinking,' said Venner over a glass of lager, 'that since I'm in Krayko I'd better do something that ought to stay here. How do you feel about it?' 'Being a red-blooded son of Adam, I don't like to refuse an opportunity of that kind, and all opportunities are here,' said Lonnie. 'What were you thinking?' Venner ran his tongue along his bottom lip. 'There was a place we passed after leaving the octopus show. They had these girls sitting in there. One or two of them looked all right.' 'I think I remember the place,' said Lonnie. 'Sort of made up like a carpet shop, was it, with fancy rugs and furs? Called the Midnight Garden?' 'That's it.' They backtracked and found the place. 'So long as no one snaps us as we go in, what?' said Lonnie. Venner had not thought of this, and he stopped to look in all directions before crossing the threshold. 'So you gentlemen would like models?' said a woman not much older than the wenches she was supervising. The girls, sitting on a sofa or reclining over cushions and rugs and wearing flimsy wraps, were interchangeable it seemed. Neither punter had any trouble in selecting a suitable bedmate. Lonnie was led up one staircase, and Venner's girl took him up another. Lonnie enjoyed himself in a civilised manner and was directed to the bathroom where he was sprayed with warm fragrant water, then dried with blasts of body-wrapping heat. While Lonnie had been enjoying the pleasures of paradise he had heard movement, perhaps furtive movement, up both sets of stairs and along the landing. He assumed that this was the normal background noise you expected in a place like this. His clothes had in the meantime been steam-cleaned, pressed, and left neatly folded. All the possessions he had with him, including his wallet full of credits, were in a stylish black and silver cardboard box standing beside his clothes. He dressed and, as he was about to count out the tariff of the place (discreetly itemised on arty posters displayed throughout), he heard a bang, a man's shriek, and the sound of fighters careening into articles of furniture. He darted into the corridor and turned the handle of the first door he came across. A milkmaid was fastening a gentleman to a contraption swinging from four chains. 'Wrong door, sorry.' He tried the next doorknob to see a whirl of confusion which proved to be two guys at each other's throats. A girl stood in the corner. Seeing her way out, she darted past Lonnie and was gone. The whirlwind on legs belabouring an oversized assailant was his friend Ven, who was not yet dressed, or undressed, for tackling his 'model'. 'There are two of those bully boys, they were following your friend,' said the proprietress. Then Lonnie saw another guy getting up from behind a couch, rubbing the side of his head. Ven had been busy. The trouble was, this guy had a pistol. Until then, neither had drawn his piece. Either the guns were imitations or the men were under orders not to harm their quarry. The guy went for his piece. The rules of engagement may not cover me, thought the minstrel to himself, and just as the pistol cleared the leather he was on the guy and holding his his wrist in a fancy lock. They're not out to kill, maybe just to rob, he thought to himself. Lonnie had been forgetting what sort of place they were in. There was help at hand here, an on-site security team in the shape of a couple of wiry pimps from one of the underprivileged districts of Krayko. Venner's attackers summed up their position and rapidly decided to put their energy into one simple solution: get out. The two punters and the pimps flailed at the intruders with feet and fists, but the villains were down the staircase and out like balls of greased mercury.  Lonnie felt embarrassed when he saw Latonia's face among the few people outside curious enough to look into the ongoing chaos in the reception lounge of the Midnight Garden. One of the pimps, a brave individual and too fast for his own good, had caught up with one of the interlopers and had been slashed across the throat. Now he lay in the doorway of the establishment. It must have been a laser weapon because there was no blood. His tissues had suffered deep cauterisation and he had probably died of suffocation.  As Latonia's eyes lit on him, Lonnie turned away, reddening. When he glanced up a few seconds later, her face was registering joy over the fact that Venner was still standing unperturbed as ever. Perhaps his shirt was creased, but that was it. 
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  That night Spurgo rose from his armchair and headed for the Royal Guard, where he had sustained his injuries. The lanky Achelaran, Gugat, had been seen there on previous occasions, both with Tarbo and without. Tonight it was without.  He had obviously been on the rainbow wine for some time, this Gugat. The place, now far from full, was swathed in the shades of purple and dark red its adherents liked the best. Whenever the doors swung open to let in a newcomer everyone looked up. Spurgo perched himself at the bar, beside Tarbo's henchman, and to his right.  The Achelaran was well armed, and if he drew a blade or a shooter, being where he was, Spurgo would have an extra fraction of a second to react.  Pouring from a bottle of rainbow wine, the cherry-skinned Gugat let his eyes flicker over Spurgo and back to the bar top. 'I'm feeling a little better now,' said Spurgo, tonelessly. Gugat's head spun towards him and his eye flashed white a moment, just the way it had that night when Spurgo brought the Mind Blow into play. 'You! Ya turd ' began the Achelaran. Leaning back and showing his teeth in a snarl that would have been enough to put many a bar brawler to flight. 'Yeah, me!' said Spurgo, whipping his fist in a long, flailing blow which struck the cherry-skinned jaw of the Achelaran with the sound of a bat hitting a rubber ball. Gugat no more than turned round, no hurry, to give his attention to the source of the flea bite. Erloch Spurgo swallowed and slowly breathed out. Daring is rarely fatal. He hoped though that he was not making his attempt too soon after getting up from the divan. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 Stax Pryod, aged seventy-two, had his own corner in the Royal Guard,. The staff and regulars thought of him as a joke. He was happy with this definition and would collect empty bottles and glasses, wash the floors and bar tops, run errands, and generally try to come across as an asset to the place.  Fate had put him in a situation where he saw a lot. If someone had furnished him with a computer he could have created a documentary masterwork of intrigue and spite. Stax had a good memory for names and faces. In short, he could have been the official historian of the Royal Guard Club. A lot of the information he gathered was valuable to some very dangerous people. Stax therefore ensured that his powers of forgetting what he saw were also well developed and that everybody knew it. Even so, Stax Pryod saw what Stax Pryod saw. Tonight the events revolved around the taciturn Achelaran called Gugat who was one of the followers of the famous Tarbo. There was the line of poetry everyone knew from school, 'Bucket stomachs out of Achelar', and this Gugat fellow was an example, thin though he was.  A man came in that night, a modest-looking individual, tiny beside Gugat, and he sat there crowding him, glaring at the Haladaran Behemoth, like a mouse on the tail of a tiger. No, not a mouse. He had a little hooked nose, pin prick eyes and a small chin and his hair was combed into a biscuit-coloured quiff at the front, like the crest of a parrot or cockatiel. Well, this cockatiel couldn't leave it alone. He had been staring at Gugat long enough to get most of the other drinkers twitching and nudging each other, aware of the catastrophe about to fall. Gugat looked straight at him, took stock of that daring and challenging attitude, like a parrot just out of its cage, and the big Achelaran was so far gone in his wine-bibbing that he couldn't be bothered to slap him off his stool. By way of proving that his life had a value to him probably less than nil, the smaller man slapped at the hulk from Achelar. Every lounge lizard in the place was all attention.   At last, a response from Gugat. He went as if to whisper to the man on his right, leaned forward and loosed off two left-handed pothook blows from close in: whup, whup they went, expert blows from an experienced man, but they connected only with the whirling vapour of candlelight and tobacco smoke. The little fellow stepped back further, as if to preen. He was weird. He was really cocky. In towards him lumbered Gugat and his left hand darted for the throat but the bird man swayed back out of reach and hefted a steel-shod boot into Gugat's right knee.  Turning his head, the Achelaran let out a string of husky curses that were somehow pathetic coming from a man his size. A snigger went round the bar room. The possibility was in the air now that the cocky little man from the backside of hell was going to bring down the high looks of Tarbo's overbearing lieutenant. The smaller man however appeared to have suddenly come to his senses, because he backed away, making for the steelglass side door of the Royal Guard. Gugat was not allowing this. He leapt for the fellow, his legs pattering away at the floorboards like a greyhound's. He met two blows in the face which loosed a copious blood flow. Also, Gugat was looking into those little light-filled green eyes while that tiny head moved from side to side, taunting like.  Gugat strode forward, one step, two steps, three. The birdman's steel-shod boots left the ground as he held onto the doorpost and kicked deep into the swaggerer's face. Teeth fell to the floor.  The little man's boots completed the job by pulverising the Achelaran's brains. He peeled a fancy neck cloth off the corpse to clean his footwear. Stax was among the first to shake the hand of the victor, who grunted and left, unwilling to even wait for a free drink. Stax's mate Lionel was one of the jubilators. 'The weirdest was the light flashin' from the parakeet's eye. You see it?' 'What was that?' 'When he drew him in for the death kick, like. A beam of light jumped out and hit Gugat in the face. Didn't you see it?' 
  
* * * * * *
 

 As he left the Royal Guard, Spurgo said a few thankful words of prayer, blessing the scattered ashes of his ancestors back on Pluron. He had proved himself worthy. This was a start. On this new planet, arising from a sickbed (a feat which was in itself like a rebirth). Spurgo's heart leapt with exuberance. His saviour of the other evening, Kalat Hertig, who had, reasonably enough, asked for his help, might be able to help propel him to new heights. At that moment, turning the corner, he saw coming towards him another cherry-skinned bully boy. His cloak was swirling and the pommel of his long laser knife protruded from his belt. The man was obviously headed for the Royal Guard, to see Gugat. This was the other architect of Spurgo's downfall a few nights before. This fellow would have been as quick as Gugat to take his head from his shoulders if things had been a little different. The triumph Spurgo had just enjoyed had been a battle of wills and Gugat had not been as quick as he might during that tussle because of his long bouts of drinking. Still, he had not been a pushover. Spurgo came running up behind the cherry-skinned reveller. 'Hey, your buddy Gugat sends you a message,' said Spurgo. 'It's you, is it?' said the Achelaran. Something about Spurgo's grin made him pause. 'Let's go into this alleyway,' said Spurgo. The fellow looked around him. The contempt he had so openly displayed for the little man from Pluron was so great that he could not refuse the offer. Once in the dimness of the alley however, Spurgo drew a cobalt revolver, and there wasn't much percentage in deploying a laser dagger against that. 'I thought that even Pluronians adhered to the rules of conspicuous fairness,' said the Achelaran. 'We do, we do, there's a chivalry on Pluron all its own. On the other hand, a shooter like this settles the debate any time. By the way, you've no need to go to the Royal Guard, if that's where you're headed. You won't be having a cosy evening of intimidating this one and that, as you did the other night.' 'You piece of stinking ass-wipe!' 'Oh, rather good,' said Spurgo. 'First he talks about the laws of fair play and gentlemanly combat, then he spouts like the gutter-born. No no, leave it,' he said as the red-faced ruffian fondled the pommel of his blade. 'You won't be talking to friend Gugat tonight at the Royal Guard, so you might as well return to wherever you have arranged your night's doss. He came off the worse in a duel with yours truly.' 'I don't believe you. Unless you fired that thing.' 'Oh no, ' said Spurgo. 'Our encounter could have been supervised by any umpire in the galaxy and he would not have dished out a card. To me, fists and feet seemed appropriate for smashing into that ugly cherry mug of his, as they would with yours.' 'Swine!' shouted the Achelaran, His hand went to his pommel again and he could have been ready to throw everything to the breeze and dive at Spurgo. He hesitated. 'You don't want me to go and check for myself? Is that it? You wish to keep me out of the Royal Guard?' 'Oh no, you may go where you please. I only have the cobalt here as a dissuader. We have had our talk.' 'And if I turn you won't shoot me in the back?' 'It's true that to pull the trigger would be a simple matter and clarify matters considerably, but no.' 'You have the concept of honour? You are in your way, fair?' 'I am a gentleman as much as you,' said Spurgo, touching the crest on his forehead in a mocking salute. 'Even on Pluron we pick up these things.' 'I myself rose from the gutters.' 'Really? Then I salute you again.' 'The Achelaran bowed and walked towards the illumination at the end of the alley. Before he reached that area of light however, the tall man ducked low and swung around, throwing his laser knife. Spurgo felt the blade fan past his left eye socket. He drew his pistol and the Achelaran was bowled over by an irresistible, almost-silent boom as the cobalt cartridge incinerated his viscera and shrank his flesh. He was left looking like the mummified carcase of a midget. Spurgo replaced the pistol into his armpit holster. He could have beaten the moron to a pulp as he had Gugat, but he didn't wish to have to wipe his boots off twice in one day. 
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  Lonnie could not believe his luck when Latonia stood there beckoning him as she walked towards one of Krayko City's dingy alleyways as calmly as if she were in a beauty parlour.  That girl's by no means one of your blushing Pellacian roses, he thought to himself. 'Are you coming, dummy?'  Lonnie had turned to glance back at the frontage of the Midnight Garden, where Venner was standing deep in chat with a police officer. Ven could look after himself, he decided. 'Am I to buy you a drink soon? Where are we going?' he said as he caught up with her. 'Yes, you're to buy a drink. You'll be great as an escort. It won't do for a girl to wander around here on her own,' she said. Here I am, being used, thought Lonnie to himself, and his heart sank a degree or two. At the same time, he felt an obscure pride. She obviously thought of him as a man among men, a bodyguard, like, one who could hold his end up in a bout of fisticuffs or worse.  He would wield a toothpick against a meat cleaver if he could save Latonia Fletcher. She would never be the most grateful of rescued damsels, but what the hell, he would love to battle for her. He couldn't help himself. You didn't have to go far in Krayko to sample all the things it is known for: wild fairground rides, waxworks, knife throwers, snake charmers, fortune tellers, dancing girls, gambling. Krayko was for relaxation and indulgence. But they did have a good police force there, which was sorely needed. Lonnie took Latonia's hand, and she did not pull it away. The minstrel's heart surged.  'I'm determined to get everything I can out of this visit to Dalhedra,' she said. 'Who knows, I may never come here again.' But after trying some crazy rides and losing a lot of credits on roulette tables and electronic guessing games and visiting a booth where a big rabbit came out and frightened her by knowing in detail several happenings and relationships and landscapes out of her life on Pellax, she decided to calm it down a bit. 'Let's go to Pine Tree,' she said. 'There we can take off our masks, as they put it.' Every mood was catered to on Krayko, even contemplation and appreciation of nature and art, including the culinary ones.  She insisted on paying their entry into Pine Tree Valley.  'I came here as a schoolgirl, with my mother and father. It's calm and peaceful after the hustle and smell of greasy onions we've left back there. Let's chill, yeah?' Lonnie agreed. He had lost at gambling, the same as Latonia had, but he didn't mind the hole in his credit balance so much. The smell of greasy over-fried onions had always been there in his life and was part of him, clinging to his rags. There was that old, indelible notion that whatever Lonnie Pascoe did would tend to turn out wrong, or small-time at the best. That he was one of those types brought out into the open by Krayko City as a LOSER.  Creamy orchestral strains washed over them in the restaurant they chose: the Academy. There was plenty of space between tables, and the other diners were well-dressed and smiling with an as it were vapid sense of their own entitlement. That was why you paid through the nose at a joint like this. 'What's wrong, don't you like the place?' said Latonia. 'I like it fine, but of course it intimidates me a bit. Am I man enough to be here? Seems to me like it was made for the Galerians.' Latonia stopped in her tracks and bored into him with her icy blue eyes. 'What do you know about the Galerians?' The man from Earth shrugged. 'What they taught us in school, I suppose. Kings of the land of Mazarat on Pellax. Originally pure English, if there is such a thing, which there isn't because the English blood is mixed from way back. They were Anglo immigrants, anyway. Blue bloods, centuries of breeding, plenty of battles fought and won. The history of Pellax is a whole subject unto itself. To me, Pellax sounds as exotic as Earth must to you.' 'In other words, you know nothing. What about the Ralladars?' 'Oh yes, they are a famous family as well. Earls, dukes, and what have you, and a king or two. But they were scattered about a century ago. They've all had to work as freight pilots and landscape gardeners, so the story goes. And of course, our friend Lupo Venner is descended from them, as I found out the other day. I hadn't realised old Ven was full of blue blood.' 'If you had lived on Pellax you wouldn't speak so lightly about being a subject of the almighty Galerians. You're not the only one, I know. Very few people are aware of the facts of life on my planet. The Galerians like to spin a tale or two to put themselves in a wonderful light. Those who leave Pellax and spread too many rumours about the unpleasant facts of life have a way of disappearing. It's not easy to leave Pellax, and if you do they will keep themselves informed about your activities.' 'You manage all right, though.' Latonia smiled sadly. 'I have been lucky so far. The only person I have confided in is you, Lonnie, and I don't believe you are one of their agents.' 'No I'm not, and I had better not see any of them hanging around,' said the plucky bantam of a man. 'Also, there is an underground movement in our country, as you may imagine. This has its interplanetary arm and there are several powerful people in the galaxy keeping quiet for the moment about their wish to see the Galerians brought into the dust.' 'So would you say the Galerians spend a lot of money on trying to, uh, deodorise their name?' 'There are many unjust régimes in the galaxy, even in the Federation. They do their laundering. But they realize that the simplest way of rebutting a charge, any charge, is to laugh at it. Not act as if it's a big deal. Covertly blackening the name of your accuser is another Galerian tactic.' 'It's quite a task, though,' said Lonnie. 'The truth will always come out in time. It's as powerful and insidious as water.' 'The truth comes out, but does everybody always recognise it or give it the importance due to it? And then along comes a rumour to the contrary: how much weight should that have? It's not easy for the layman to work it out. So with Pellax, you'd have to live there to understand. Slander and libel come cheap and for a while can stack up well against the facts. Maybe King Lartis is a tyrant, but he wears wonderful uniforms, and doesn't he speak well? Maybe the scruffy agitators are simply jealous of him. Sometimes it works if you're brassy enough: let someone have his say accusing you and then confound him by a humble demeanour and hushed lips. Oh yes, the Galerians are very clever. They can portray any man they murder as a vile assassin.' She excused herself and went to the Ladies' Room. The furious way she spoke convinced Lonnie that she must have lost a father or some other relative to the Galerians. After this her mood cleared somewhat and they enjoyed a wondrous meal. Many of the dishes they chose were Pellacian. 'This curried gubbagub could have been sent over straight from Bailey's in Caram City itself,' she said excitedly.  
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  The king-pin among the Achelarans, Tarbo, had his hash settled by Kalat Hertig. As soon as he heard that Gugat and his accomplice had been eliminated, Hertig paid the lofty kingpin a visit and garrotted him. It was an easy task, as Tarbo had suspected nothing.  With Hertig at his side, Erl Spurgo contacted all the members of Tarbo's mob he could track down. None of them, not even the remaining three red-skinned Achelarans, seemed surprised or unhappy when they realized that Tarbo, Gugat and the other man had been blotted out,.  The wiry little popinjay who proposed to take on the leadership did not appear to be a joke so far as any of Tarbo's men were concerned. They were happy to enrol anew under the leadership of Erloch Spurgo.  Spurgo now had a good chance to establish himself on Jycona as he had on Pluron. He brought new men in to join those who had previously followed Tarbo, and he moulded them into a tight-knit band. From the outside they looked like a chaotic and unbridled force, but Spurgo taught them to respond to his orders without hesitation by using a combination of ruthlessness and indulgence. He knew how to read people from no matter what planet. The lanky, cherry-skinned Achelarans were the exception, and he soon weeded these individuals out. Two of them he stranded on an asteroid and he got the other thrown into one of the prison hulks, convoys of which were sent sailing on a massive parabola through desolate areas of space. It was not that these gloomy redskins had felt bad because they had lost an Achelaran boss, they were simply impossible to deal with. Pep talks or penalties imposed on them did not make them change their ways any more than they would respond with gratitude to an extra ration of Silerian grog. Spurgo concluded that he could do nothing with them, and as opportunities presented themselves he brought their time in his ranks to a swift end. As well as Tarbo's gang members, Spurgo claimed the Achelaran's holodoll called Mitzi. Kalat Hertig brought her to his hotel room. 'She turned a head or two,' he told Spurgo as he poured them all drinks. Mitzi herself could drink, and even eat, all in the interests of appearing lifelike and 'to provide those little touches required by the connoisseur of android interaction.' 'She even sings, man,' said Kalat. 'Listen, I hope you didn't try her out in the elevator, or anything like that. You didn't have her cooing in your ear?' Hertig reddened. 'Of course not, Erl. You'll find her almost as if untouched.' 'Practically virgo intacta, is that it?' 'No, but, uh, she has been thoroughly fumigated, like. Laundered too, and has had a complete software update since Tarbo, plus a reboot.' 'Pity we can't all get the same, I sometimes think. She's got clean clothes too, yes?' Spurgo shyly looked over at the soft-skinned android. 'Like to get yourself a toy like this, Kal?' 'Who wouldn't?' said Hertig. 'Look at her face,' whispered Spurgo. 'She's even showing embarrassment, man. You'll be lucky if she don't slap your face.' Spurgo had Mitzi programmed to be a secretary, cook, and hostess, all functions she had fulfilled before. He also included a weight-training and martial arts module so he could work out with her. The android, according to the company's website, would rapidly learn by interaction numerous tricks and habits which would delight its owner.  Soon the first of the craft he designated Fish Eagle started preying on freighters and passenger craft on the interstellar routes. Around many a gateway and wormhole, Erloch Spurgo began to be spoken of in terms of fear and admiration. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 For Lonnie Pascoe it was all a sort of dream, his time with Latonia in Pine Valley. But he found out you get gutter trash even in Pine Valley. After their meal they left the restaurant and were swanning along arm in arm. Lonnie bought himself a comical-looking straw hat while Latonia spent ten minutes dithering between a number of classy-looking headbands offered for sale by a stallholder.  The massive, broad-brimmed straw was soon attracting looks, but to Lonnie this was good. He was, after all, a showman. He was known for his top hat of course, but a straw was great in an informal situation.  A tough-looking guy came towards them on the pavement and refused to give any ground to let them go by. He had short red hair and a scrubby beard, more jaw than bristles. Lonnie would not have worried for himself, but he was not going to see Latonia slighted. 'Do you intend to take over the whole road, man?' he asked. The guy did not like this rebellious streak, and with a swift blow of the hand which narrowly missed Lonnie's nose, he knocked the straw off the showman's head. Lonnie was nonplussed. He was ready to fight, but this guy was a chunky, mean-looking so-and-so. 'You're with a good-looking a girl you don't deserve, and it will never do,' said the fellow, with a laugh. 'You're out of your league, man, way out. Come over here.'  He turned down an alley between two mansions and Lonnie was about to follow him when Latonia jumped in. 'Don't go down there, he's probably got his mates waiting for you,' she said. Fortunately, at that moment a police officer on foot was making his rounds and the bully boy decided to move out before any intervention could be made by the heat. 'Wow, Tonia, you really know what's what,' said Lonnie. He realized how close he had been to getting his lights put out, and she was woman of the world enough to stop him from co-operating with his enemy. It appeared to him to be pure white witchcraft. Maybe she even cared. He took her hand. 'Of course I wasn't going to let a thug like that hurt you,' she said, but something in her voice, the pity probably, didn't hit Lonnie right. He knew what hell it could be to love a woman against the grain, when she is in effect telling you not to bother. On the other hand the lover, especially when he's a showman, is the eternal optimist. They got a flying gondola from Pine Valley back to the taxi-rank for the Tortuga. It was a sort of large alcove cut into a hill with a room nearby where people could also come in by transporter beam if they chose. People were sitting around chatting, happy, tired from enjoying themselves in Krayko City. Kids were overwrought and tearful, some of the younger ones were dozing. Lonnie and Latonia arrived in good time. 'Would you like a sandwich or a drink?' he said. 'You kidding? I'll be on water, powders and pills for the next day or two after that spread we put behind our cravats,' she said with a laugh. 'I will have some iced Krayko champagne though.' Pleased, as he always was when doing something for his idol, Lonnie went into the refectory part of the Embarcation Suite. So much of the stuff at Krayko was real that there were queues everywhere. This was regarded as part of the charm of the place. There were was very little use of replicators, and food was fresh and hot and you had to stand in line to get the chestnuts while they were toasty, or the draught beer while it it was still on tap. The whole Krayko City experience was an exercise in old-time reality and made the little man sentimental about Earth. Conscious of his heritage, he held himself a little more erect than usual, standing in the queue. 'Hey, fucker, I wondered if you would show up here.' Even without the silly straw hat which he had just put among the luggage pods to be returned to the ship, Lonnie found himself recognised. It was the tough guy from Pine Valley. With that short beard and broad, sneering face, he could have been wearing a devil mask. 
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 'Are you on the Tortuga?' Lonnie asked the ruffian. 'What's it to you, you want to make something of that now?' said the individual, two or three people ahead of him in the line. Though it was a blow having to deal with this turkey when he thought the guy had disappeared, Lonnie felt a weary acceptance. Your fate is your fate. He had to deal with what he had been too easily delivered from. With hands wide spread as if to show that he had no blade, the aggressor stepped out of the line and invited Lonnie to do the same. Which he did. This time Lonnie launched straight at that charmless face with his two fists at once, a move the fellow was not expecting. The right fist, at least, connected with the fellow's left cheekbone. There were shrieks from the women. Men drew back, interested. Here was the reality of the old Krayko days, the spirit of the pioneers. Was it another show? The guy touched his cheek and looked at his hand. Blood. 'Ha ha! I got some more for you, Jack' said Lonnie, ducking his head back smartly as a haymaker battered the air in front of his nose. I'm more nimble than he is, thought Lonnie, I'll just stay away from his punches and deliver a few of my own.  He was hoping that another copper or security guy might come past and deliver him. He was a showman, not a fighter. 'Small fry like you dry up and blow away in front of me every day of the week,' said Pig-Beard. A cordon of spectators had formed around the two. Among them, Lonnie saw Lupo Venner. Ven nodded and pulled a face, willing him on. Of course, he could not intervene. This was man against man, and primal. This was a real thrill the paying public had not expected. Lonnie took a punch to the gut that bent him over. That was the price for taking in Venner's face too long. Be evasive, he thought to himself as he moved his head back and felt that big fist get too close, fanning the breeze. Pig-Beard did a lot of that, he was not so big on accuracy but had but plenty of power. Old-fashioned haymakers coming in by telegraph. That was going to be his downfall, but at the moment Lonnie had to get his wind back. Another gut punch and the fight would be over. The guy would stomp him before anyone could separate them. Footwork seemed a good idea, and the man from earth could dance like Astaire.  Luckily, Pig-Beard seemed intimidated and put off his stroke by the crowd. He looked into it as if he dreaded to see a particular face, or maybe it was just the forces of law and order he was fearful of. Aware of this weakness, Lonnie was smiling from between his two upraised, loosely clenched fists. Boy, did they look small in comparison with Pig-Beard's. 'Help him!' called out a woman's voice. Yes, help him, thought Lonnie, help the underdog.  A wash of sympathy came from the crowd. Lonnie dared not look up this time to see who the woman was who had spoken, but then he flicked his eyes across as his opponent took a deep breath and appeared to be gathering his wits. It was a young woman standing with Latonia. He remembered seeing her on the taxi in from the Tortuga. 'Hold on, this is not right,' said a worldly and authoritative voice. Straight up to the side of Pig-Beard strode the robust figure of Hollis Pierpoint. He was wearing a light grey suit and had a hat pushed back over his thinning hair. His sunglasses glinted as he shook his head. 'What do you mean? Let 'em sort it out!' said someone nearby. 'No,' said Pierpoint, sizing up Pig-Beard, 'this guy shouldn't be here.' He consulted a paper from inside his jacket and at that, Pig-Beard ran into the crowd, which scattered before him. Pierpoint's friend Drax ran after him. Lonnie had last seen Drax when they all arrived at Krayko.  Latonia came running up to Lonnie and dabbing at his fat lip and well-bruised nose with her handkerchief. The other girl looked on pityingly. 'This is Helen,' said Latonia. 'Hi Helen,' said Lonnie, 'pleased to meet.' 'Pleased, I'm sure,' said Helen, blushing. 'I couldn't catch the guy,' said Drax to Pierpoint, shaking his head and swearing to himself. 'Thanks, Hollis,' said Lonnie, clapping Pierpoint on the shoulder. 'what was the guy, a mass murderer?' 'I don't know,' said Pierpoint. 'But what was that you got out of your jacket, a Wanted poster?' 'Ha ha ha! No, I was bluffing him. This is just an old bill that needs paying. But the guy had a guilty conscience for sure, the way he took off.' 'And thank you too, Drax, for what you did. I was showing him though, wasn't I? Not doing too bad?' 'I'm not sure who was showing whom,' said Drax. Then Venner appeared. Latonia and Helen both turned to look at him, then at each other. 'What did you think of the fight?' asked Lonnie. 'I just saw arms milling about,' said Venner. 'I was way back in the crowd.' 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


- 16 -
  The rise of Spurgo in his piratical career was swift and steep. Many typers and vloggers of the day celebrated his life story. It was fashionable to regard him as a prodigy because he was only twenty-one.  The gutters of Pluron were starting to look glamorous. The man seemed to have a confidence that most folk believed was found only in the graduates of universities and the Space Academy. When he had the chance, Spurgo contributed to the fog of strangeness that had formed around his name. He had people circulate the rumour that he was the incarnation of one of the trickster gods of Pluron. The more reports there were about him, false ones preferably, the happier he was. He kept building on the knowledge of rocketry that had earned him a living in the garages and body shops of Pluron. The boy had had a flair for piloting and improvising with any vehicle that had so much as a joystick. The number of machines that passed through his hands for a tune-up and modification was enormous. The engine pits and turbine shops were his university. As his father knew, Erl could tinker with anything and make it run. He loved to take things apart. He would rig up the tiny computers in household implements so as to make them misfunction in a way that he considered comical. Erloch Spurgo also studied human and anthropomorphic nature. As a brigand, he made use of chivalry and always tried to show panache. They were part of his tool box.  The grown-up Spurgo made it seem like a joke when he took a convoy 'into his custody', and he did not kill except when he was directly threatened. Many said if he ever were taken he could not be charged with any crime of volence because he never fired a plasma slug except in self defence. The trio became famous: Spurgo, his amanuensis and (some believed) lover, the android Mitzi, and the inscrutable Kalat Hertig. Where Hertig came from was anyone's guess. But he was perhaps behind some of Spurgo's stellar reputation because he knew how to ply propaganda. His method was to withhold the truth but not stray too far from it. As for his personal ambitions, Hertig had no desire to be top dog among Spurgo's current mob any more than he had whilst under the domain of Tarbo. (Of course, he had been instrumental in the bringing-down of Tarbo, but in reality that was because he detested the fellow, not because he wanted to get into his shoes.)  It was aboard the first ship that he named Fish Eagle that Spurgo came up against a dangerous case of that great force in the world known as retribution. At twenty-one he believed he had a charmed life and could strike without taking much account of anybody's retaliation. The recoil came in the shape of Krain and Doonar, the two gloomy Achelarans he had consigned into the cosmic garbage can. Anybody else might have pulverised them or given them a laser across the throat to spare any future trouble, but Spurgo had said, 'Bye bye, boys,' and abandoned them on an asteroid. There for several months they had festered away with their grievances. Asteroids may move according to many unaccountable and invisible forces. In this case some unforeseeable propulsion or gravitation had as it were shaken down the duo's prison walls.  A pair of lanky, single-minded Achelarans were on the loose, and Spurgo knew nothing.  Not burdened with any ideas of getting retaliation on behalf of the late Lord Tarbo, these two decided nevertheless to descend with all their available weight on Spurgo, who had destroyed the domain Tarbo had ruled for some years in Kellagad.  Spurgo had somehow, in his ignorance of their culture, slighted the sense of honour of these warriors. The Achelarans had a complicated chivalric code. It made them tricky as enemies and unpredictable as friends. Their niceties were too complicated for Spurgo to understand. He had, in his way, dealt fairly with them, and it is true that no one apart from an Achelaran ever seemed to feel that Erloch Spurgo trampled on their inmost and most sacred feelings. Even if he threw you into the dust, he had respect for you as an enemy. You could hate him, but he would respect you and vice versa. Gratuitous insult was unsatisfying to deal out and extremely expensive in the long run. Spurgo had learned that lesson years earlier, back in the schoolyard on Pluron. So it was that after a few early raids and before his reputation had started hitting the high spots, Spurgo saw the first ship to bear the name Fish Eagle attacked while in space by these gloomy Achelarans. The two of them came in on 'Speed Wings' or 'Surfboards' as they were sometimes known. These contraptions were single alloy wings that had to be launched into the black from a space vehicle. They had magnetic limpets that allowed them to attach noiselessly to any ship. The rider leaned, as it were, or surfed through space. Atomic batteries powered the adjustable thrusters which guided the flimsy craft. Two or more of these wings could be linked whilst in flight. The wings had not cost Krain and Doonar as much as the silk-like space suits they had to wear. These had to be tailor-made to fit the lanky Achelarans. One was almost nine feet from helmet to boot sole. Standing on the bridge that day, Spurgo had no idea he was about to be boarded in an ingenious and impertinent raid that had no real right to succeed.  
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Mitzi was at a console that had just been vacated by a senior hand of Spurgo's, a renowned thief and a capable crewman. Mitzi was no slouch herself, though. The living doll turned her head as she played with the keys and buttons of the console. 'Captain, I am sure there is an alien presence aboard.'  Spurgo looked up. 'Why do you say that?' As soon as Mitzi sat at the console she had run through a number of readings on screen, a practice she routinely followed as she had diagnostic scanning software inbuilt. The technology of the Fish Eagle was inferior to Mitzi's. 'The humidity reading has gone up, so has the avoirdupois of the ship's company, by around 460 pounds.' Spurgo signalled to Hertig and two of the guys who were on security duty. Mitzi's fingers had been flying over the keys again as she searched the corridors with the ship's monitors. 'There are discarded suits in the waste disposal bay.' 'What, the shit hold?' Mitzi cleared her throat. 'Yes, the ship's backside.' A man came running towards the bridge. 'Cap'n, I've just seen Krain.' 'Really?' Spurgo grinned. 'Krain? Where Krain is I don't expect Doonar is far away,' said Hertig. 'That fucking asteroid! You should have listened to me, Erl, and vaporised the pair of them.' An explosion rocked the ship. Screams and smoke came wafting through the stairwell beside the elevator. 'They mustn't get near the coils or the fusion plant,' said Spurgo. The Achelarans would think nothing of blowing themselves to cinders if they could destroy their enemy at the same time. A man hurtled out of the stairwell. 'We killed Doonar, Cap'n. But Krain has got Brett as a hostage.' Brett, the cook, was loved by them all. Spurgo sighed, realizing that the man would in all likelihood have to be sacrificed. 'I'm bringing him down!' someone shouted out of the stairwell and then they saw Brett, with Krain looking over his shoulder. 'Shoot through me, boys!' said Brett, with that old carelessness they knew so well. Spurgo racked his brains. They could supply no answer. There was a rustling beside him and he turned to se the face of Mitzi, registering concern. 'Do not forget that Kalat has good diplomacy skills, especially with the Achelarans,' she said. Spurgo turned. Yes, there stood the ever-cool Kalat Hertig, hair fluffed back, in his scuffed hide jacket with the studs missing. That somehow grounded him, made him seem vulnerable, even likeable, and he knew it. 'Kal, do you want to have a word with him,' asked Spurgo. Hertig nodded.  Beside them now stood a half-dozen of the brigands who made up Spurgo's crew. Some had weapons in their hands which, if they went off, could easily pierce the hull and kill the lot of them. 'Mr Krain,' said Hertig, 'why have you come back here? You could have got clean away and no one would have thought the worse. Now you've put yourself in danger.' 'I am where I want to be. I can send you all to Hades and that I fully intend to do.' 'Calm down and we can work something out.' 'You killed Doonar!' Evidently Krain was not the instigator and driving force of this little raid. He must have been following Doonar. He seemed at this moment almost ready to fall in and shake hands all round. But the Achelaran temperament was risky. If you made the wrong move (and you probably would not know what it was), the bugger would regard it as a treat to be able to fry himself with the ship's company alongside. 'What can we give you? A gift, a privilege, your freedom? You can fly away as swift as you came,' said Hertig with a big grin.  He moved a little closer. He could see that Brett the cook's eyes were revolving like electric clocks going haywire. The deadly plasma pistol in Krain's elegant, long-fingered mitt threatened rapid depressurisation. The Fish Eagle had no fail-safe compartments and everyone on the ship would feel his blood literally boiling into the blackness of the void. 'The longer he keeps them talking, the better angle I can get for this shooter,' whispered Mitzi. Spurgo saw she had a dart-shooting revolver, the classic weapon for close quarters on a ship.  Spurgo was in awe of this android. She was a real problem-solver, and it looked as if here too she would come up with the answer. He knew she would experience no trembling of the wrist at the vital moment. Cannily, she was sizing everything up in nanoseconds.  Literally, she could not miss. Even now that pretty little brain of hers was sizing up the movements of the Achelaran, measuring the angles, calculating the trajectory of the dart, its weight, the charge it had behind it and the fatal inner convulsion it would deliver, confident it would not pierce the side of the Fish Eagle if despite everything it missed its target. But before the beautiful doll could make her move, a crewman called Rick O'Keeley shouted a distracting curse into Krain's face, at the same time lunging forward to grip the wrist of the Achelaran with steely fingers. Brett took the opportunity to bellow too, and he stamped on the tall Achelaran's instep.  Through the inspiration of these two brigands the mighty Krain was thrown to the deck, weaponless and floundering. Not that this made him harmless. Like the rest of his breed, Krain did not know when to stop, and he began to thrash, kick and bite at the empty air in his frustration. 'This time you had better not maroon him,' said Hertig, darting forward with a laser dart from a rack on the wall which he pushed deep into Krain's chest. With a shout the dying Achelaran went to join his friend Doonar. At that everyone threw their hats at the ceiling, or if they had no hats they punched thin air with their fists like students at a varsity match. As a reward, Spurgo gave O'Keeley his choice of clothes from a shipment they had intercepted some weeks before. First he grabbed a black blazer and charcoal grey trousers, then a white shirt and a red tie. Of course, he immediately slit the sleeves of the jacket four inches and turned them back. He dealt similarly with the trousers and rolled them neatly to the knee. The best thing, to him, was the handsome red, black, and gold badge showing a lion rampant and the poops of three ships on the breast pocket of the blazer. There were also red ribbons around the cuff of the jacket, the insignia of a school prefect. 'Wow, that turned out great after all, thanks to O'Keeley, but it was great to see that you were about to spring into action, Sphinx,' said Spurgo to Mitzi. Happy to see it had all turned out well and that Brett was saved (he too was allowed to choose new finery from the war chest of the Fish Eagle), Spurgo hugged the hunk of silicone. The doll's beautiful face registered pleasure and a blush. There was a brief calculation, and she said, 'I have that emotional module that has not been initiated yet. Would you like to try it out tonight, Captain?' 'No, thank you,' said Spurgo, embarrassed. Hertig had caught the exchange. 'The bridge is yours, Mr Hertig,' said Spurgo, leaving for his quarters. Hertig stared into Mitzi's brown, almond-shaped eyes. 'They were the first boarders the Fish Eagle has dealt with,' she said. 'We may first congratulate ourselves and then find measures to put into place that will prevent a recurrence.' 
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  Having enjoyed the delights of Krayko, the tourists had returned to the ship by taxi, and many of them were determined to prolong the spirit of play for the rest of the evening. Captain Cutter was expecting this, it always happened when people got back from Dalhedra, and it was great for letting off some steam.  From experience though, the Captain thought it was best to pass through the Dorms in the passenger section as if on a whim, and show himself and maybe his red-haired First Officer, Billy Flax. These get-togethers in the Dorms could get out of hand, probably due in part to the change of atmosphere from the heady brew which made up Dalhedra's oxygen-rich atmosphere. Along with Billy Flax, Cutter wandered through the corridors and out into the communal area that was so convenient as a meeting place for those who had their cabins in that part of the ship. Oh yes, there was a party. The Top Hats, in their Pascoe/Venner incarnation, were very much the showmen. Venner had his guitar, and Lonnie had programmed his Tunesmith for a fuller sound. There were Beatle tunes such as 'In My Life' and 'She's Leaving Home', interspersed with intergalactic hits such as Ichabar's 'Our Chaotic Romance'. There was also some schlock, such as Tyro of Tursa's 'Freaks of Paradise' and 'Low in the Saddle'. All the songs were appreciated to the hilt in the uninhibited mood of the occasion. Billy Flax nodded his head to the beat. 'That friggin' Tyro stuff, it's a load of crap but if you're in the mood it gets you here,' he said pointing to the row of medals above his heart. Then Lonnie switched to an older Earth favourite, in fact that vignette of the nightlife of London, England, 'A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square'.  After Venner had played the notes Big Ben strikes prior to tolling the hour and then 1-2-3, Lonnie began to sing, 'That certain night,' as only he knew how.  It was obvious that he was from Earth, and he seemed to get an extra vibration into his voice, and when he spoke a couple of the lines in a cut-glass accent instead of singing them, that went down well too. Some nudged each other, others shed a tear for an England they had perhaps never known, that England that belongs to the culture of the galaxy. In the front row of their audience, who were sitting on rugs or cushions or the bare floor, was Helen, Latonia's new friend. She had eyes for Lupo Venner, and the guitar player was encouraged by her beaming face and nods. Afterwards Lonnie said to Venner, 'I don't think Vince Crotchett can match you, in fact several people have come up to me and said it was great we had reformed.' 'Everybody wipes a tear now and then,' said Venner. Lonnie had to laugh at his flippant tone of voice.   The fact was, Venner knew that, unlike Lonnie, he wasn't really born to sing, or play guitar. He didn't know what he was born to do. It was true though that the Top Hats had probably come the closest yet to fulfilling something in his life. He also knew that his relatives, the Kleissenbergs and the even more exalted Ralladars, had always stayed aware, at least, of his career such as it was. They had ordered his holodiscs which had not exactly set the air waves on fire.  For now, he revelled in the emotion which they could whip up as the Top Hats. For now, that looked like the pinnacle. He was glad that his relatives followed his career still, though he couldn't really see himself ever going back to Pellax to wince under the notorious régime of the Galerians.   Another fan in the audience was of course Hollis Pierpoint, one of the heroes of Krayko City earlier that day. The thickset retiree was in his shirtsleeves and his greying hair was getting long, droopily revealing his bald spot. His face was sweaty as he joked and laughed and tossed back many a swallow of lager. 'Drax is here, but not his girlfriend,' said Billy Flax. The Captain gave him an inquisitive look.  'For that matter,' said Flax, colouring up slightly, 'she didn't visit Krayko with him either.' Flax was interested, because it could be that the couple were on the outs. He had marked out Rosalind as soon as she boarded as the type of beauty that appealed to him. Each voyage hatched a number of romances, and on several occasions Billy Flax, First Officer, had been lucky. He would keep his eyes open and if he found there was a chance for him with this dusky, sulky Jezebel, he would take it. Captain Cutter stretched and yawned, smiling complacently at his First Officer. 'A decent lot, compared with some of the crowds we've had on here,' said Billy Flax. 'There hasn't been too much trouble this trip, except for those two Jyconan students.' Flax always referred to them as students, for some reason.  The two men continued on their way back towards the Captain's quarters via the brig. Here they paused to look in on the two Jyconan demonstrators.  'Blake was telling me that he's radioed all over,' said Cutter, 'and these two guys don't seem to be known to the police on Jycona or any part of this galaxy. Their little episode could just be a fluke., I suppose. They don't actually strike me as dangerous, but of course you never know.'  'The worst thing about the buggers is their air of superiority,' said Flax. 'That's right. It's either that they consider they're above it all, or they know something we don't,' said the Captain. 'Exactly.' 'And it's that part that worries me.' 
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  The Fish Eagle, the second ship to bear this name under the captaincy of Erloch Spurgo, and formerly the Class-5 Darter Fieldspar, was shadowing the Tortuga. The brigands were monitoring the starliner's calls and also receiving messages from agents on board. Captain Erloch Spurgo, known to the Federation as a brigand, an epithet he gloried in, had, thanks to some excellent intelligence reports, fastened onto the intergalactic cruiser when it was stationed in orbit around Phaleron II.  He had got some anthropomorphs who were on his payroll into cleaning or stewarding jobs in the rest rooms and bars of the starliner. The reports he got from them confirmed in mouth-watering detail that the hulk would prove a rich source of plunder: gold, platinum, jewels, goods such as designer clothes, weapons, explosives, and women. Women for enjoyment or for trade in the slave markets of off-map worlds.  It was well known that the security on board the starliner, under the guidance of Thorason Blake, was far from negligible.  Spurgo had accepted money from the Jyconan Liberation Army. As soon as the Tortuga had been taken, the Jyconans would be allowed to have their say, their publicity coup, while Spurgo and his brigands wold take whatever was going. He had been flabbergasted when he was informed that two of the young revolutionaries aboard had tried some half-baked demonstration which had been interpreted by the crew as terrorism. What gave colour to this reading of their stupid intervention was the fact that one of the guys had got his hands on a grenade from the secret store laid in by Spurgo's agents and supposedly kept in lead boxes. The Jyconan would probably not even have known how to detonate the grenade. What worried Spurgo was the fact that two revolutionary hotheads were now in custody. They did not know much, but they were acquainted with a couple of the agents on board, and under pressure might give them away. 
 
  
* * * * * *
 

 It was a fact that ever since Venner had been dropped off Riley's roster, the Top Hats had found their muse was blessing them more than ever before. They were simply INTO it and devil take the hindmost, itching to sing and play all day and all night. The songs were going down a storm. For the hell of it, and in a spirit of self-indulgence, they booked a Holodream suite just for the two of them and programmed a gig in a football stadium filled with hundreds of thousands of long-haired fans and hosted by MCs from the great Rock and Roll periods of all space and time. 'This is not practice any more, Lonnie,' said Venner, keeping a straight face, 'it's the real thing, man. And now that it's shit or bust, I've also gone and dug out some of my old songs, you know, the ones I was working on when I came aboard.' 'Ah, the prospective hits of that band you were in , eh? What were they called?' 'The Obsessives!' 'Ha ha ha! Well, we can use some of that material, just the two of us. And you get working on more, right?' 'Right.' 'Some of them are really catchy, man.' Seeing Venner absorbed like this gave Lonnie a buzz.  They tried introducing a couple of Venner's songs later on, when the Top Hats provided the entertainment at a drinks party in some big wig's quarters. The boys had already decided not to mention that this material was new, or written by Lupo Venner. They would just slip it in, somewhere in the middle, and see how it panned out. And pan it did. The song, 'Take Me to the Stratosphere', was received with silence and embarrassment. People were looking into their drinks or watching the indifferent constellations from the panascope bay window that made up forty per cent of the room's wall space.. 'Fug it,' said the composer of this gem, 'it went down better than this in the "Dream Suite".' 'That's all right,' said Lonnie, clearly taken aback himself, 'let's move on to "This Nearly Was Mine". The stuff from South Pacific is a great leveller, what?' 
  
* * * * * *
 
Cutter was on the bridge and it was a day like any other on the great milk run that the luxurious starliner made twice a year.  He never got bored with it. He didn't allow himself to get bored, though other officers said they could never do it, they would go out of their mind with the routine and there would be no challenge to it. They said the cruises lacked the spirit of exploration and adventure. 'Exploration and adventure?' he would say. 'They've got plenty of ships that specialise in that. Not that the Tortuga doesn't see some way-out sights and meet some far-out races. My passengers are interested in a new experience and at the same time incorporating a number of their old experiences. Nostalgia, see. And what's wrong with that? Many have had enough stress and hardship for one lifetime, so they come to us for something else. We provide it.' Not that anyone should think they've got a soft target here in the Tortuga, thought Cutter to himself.  By no means. We've made preparations against any kind of aggression.  He adjusted the straps of the comfortable lightweight armour that he had been measured for by a genius of the tailoring trade. Boredom? A rut? Poppycock! Ted Cutter didn't go along with that. He knew where he was well off, and in a year or two he would hang up his sextant. He was happy to contemplate the glamorous twilight time that lay ahead of him and his lady wife of some twenty-two years. He was looking at the massive view screen through half-closed eyes as the starliner powered through a field of asteroid fragments.  He glanced at the helmswoman, who was sitting straight and attentive. Right here there's enough excitement for one day, he thought. In space you could never really go into glide mode.  The girl was steering superbly, staying well between two chunks of rock ahead which could easily crush the Tortuga. Cutter paced the walkway, towards a console attended by a keen young midshipman. As for himself, someone could easily have concluded he was dozing, but no, he was aware of things. Peripherally, at least. He was alive to everything that went on, no worry about that. That's how he picked up on the sudden jerking-back of the midshipman's head. The lad jumped to his feet, still staring at the monitor in front of him. Then he appeared to shrug to himself before sitting back down. After a minute or so however, Cutter saw the lad get up and approach Commander Flax. Flax listened to the youth, stared at his own monitor, touched a few buttons, flipped a switch, and said something to the boy, who nodded and returned to his station. 'What was with the boy, Billy?' he asked Flax as the burly redheaded officer came by the command console a few minutes later.  'He thought he saw something on his monitor, a vessel alongside. It showed for a second on his screen then blinked off.' 'What was it, do you think? An anomaly?' 'Yes, I checked the bearing on my console and everything was clear. These glitches happen, as you know.' 'Yes, they do,' said Cutter. 'Just an anomaly, but that's why we have these young security helpers up here, it's another pair of eyes. Tell the boy from me well done for spotting it, and we'd better keep a sweep on that frequency just in case.' 'Aye, sir.' 
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  The Top Hats got a big hand for 'This Nearly Was Mine' and when they followed that up with 'Time After Time' and a couple of Tyro of Tursa's numbers, it seemed that they had carried the day. 'Well, we got it back all right, Lonnie,' said Venner. 'We lost it for a while, but we got it back, and now we're gonna keep it.' 'We certainly are.' 'And if I start to get delusions of being another Irving Berlin, just kick me in the slats.' 'Ah, you're OK, Ven, you keep up your projects, man, you've got a real talent there.' People were leaving the big wig's suite now. Some of them paused to thank the Top Hats and offer congratulations or get autographs. One fan, an elderly lady, was about to go out of the door, cradling her autograph book and handbag, when she happened to look out of the palatial cabin's steelglass window and saw a slim grey-green craft streaking alongside the Tortuga. For two full seconds she stood there, running her eye along the vessel's side, on which she could see a couple of patches skilfully riveted. Then the craft disappeared. 'Margot, did you see that?' she asked her friend. 'There was a ship out there a minute ago, unless I'm imagining it!' 'I didn't see anything,' said Margot, who had been watching Lupo Venner putting his guitar in its case. But she went up to the window and put her hand on it. The steelglass vibrated a little, but wasn't that just the normal effect of the ship's reactors? Then her hair stood up as a vague outline of a ship or a massive creature almost touching the window appeared and then vanished instantly. 'We've got to inform somebody about this, Carla,' she told her friend. She took her arm and they hurried into the corridor to find an officer. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 Captain Cutter looked at his watch, handed the bridge over to Billy Flax, and headed for the lift. He had arranged to have a look at the two demonstrators from Jycona. He took it as a personal affront, the way these boys had tried to ruin his cruise. 'We haven't put any pressure on either of the lads yet,' the officer in charge informed him. 'We're saving it for later.' Cutter sat at the other side of the table from the two villains. 'I can't understand what you thought you had to gain on a starliner like ours,' he said, in genuine pain and befuddlement.  Here he was, coasting to retirement, and he didn't need this shit. It really and truly meant he was going to be forced to hand the case over to the security people on board, who usually had little enough to do, keen as mustard though they were. It was a dead cert Thorason Blake would be glad enough to pound it for every bit of juice it had in it.  The two rebels sat looking at him. They were just dewy-eyed youths. Cutter shuffled in his chair, confused and irritated. He had been told that they possessed many martial skills and could use a finger or an elbow or a rolled up magazine as instruments of death. 'Why did you choose us?' he asked. They stared at him with half-smiles. Secure and confident, apparently. 'What I'm wondering,' said their guard, who was encouraged by an exasperated grin and a shrug from Cutter, 'is why they seem so bleeding, excuse me sir, self-satisfied, like.' 'I know, laddie.' Cutter's comm pin tolled and he brushed his thumb against it. 'Cutter.' 'Sir, we've got an invasion.' Oh, fuck everything! 'Bridge here, sir, I think we may have an invasion,' repeated Flax. 'I hear you. I'm on my way to the elevator now, Billy.' As he zoomed up to the bridge, Cutter tried to summon some of the old cold fire which he had run on in the old days. That was the stuff. Invasion? Could it be a false alarm? There had been that bloody glitch earlier, though. He felt a scratchy feather brushing down his spine. As he got to the bridge, Flax swung to face him. His complexion was as red as his hair. There were clattering noises and shouts from behind the far door. Two security men with drawn pistols stood by ready to blast the first ones to enter. 'What do we know, Number One?' 'They came through the shuttle bay, Captain. A dozen or ten of 'em, I hear.' 'Well, they must have had help from the inside,' said Cutter. Commander Flax looked down and bit his lip. Cutter, he was thinking, I always knew you were too complacent about security and now look where it's got us. There was more commotion, crashing and banging, and the door flew open. A man full of disagreeable vitality stood there. He was very young, medium height, and slight in build. He had a little, hooked nose and was wearing grey track bottoms. His black and violet jacket was slashed to show a cream-coloured lining. On his head was a naval commander's cap with plenty of gold braid. This bugger fancies his chances, thought Cutter. Something sank inside him. The two security men looked at their Captain. As the brigand was simply standing there, Cutter motioned for them to hold their fire. 'I'm Captain Spurgo and I'll be taking over,'said the youth. His men were pushing and growling behind him, but waiting for his say-so. At that moment Ted Cutter thought of something that could be the salvation of the Tortuga. He turned to Flax: 'The robots are deployed, I take it, Number One?' he muttered. Flax was disoriented for a second. 'The robots?' 'Yes, the siliconee policemen.' 'Of course!' thought the First Officer. He ran his fingertips around his console and accessed a couple of menus. He had forgotten about the silicone brigade.  In a window on his screen a number of green lights were moving over a plan of the shuttle bay, pulsing vigorously.  'They're in combat mode, Sir,' he hissed. 'Deployed!' 'God bless the Navy!' said the Captain. These bots had been a recent introduction he had tried to fight! All of the passengers and crew members had had a microchip temporarily implanted next to the right thumbnail on joining the Tortuga. During an emergency such as the current one the robots were programmed to ignore any person carrying this chip and round up, subdue, injure, or kill anyone who did not have it.  'All right, Spurgo or whatever your name is,' said Cutter, 'You can get off my bridge, if you like. That's the best chance I can give you. Turn around and get back to your piss pot of a vessel or it's the brig for all of you.' The threat was slightly hollow as the only armed men of the Tortuga present were the two security lads with their pistols. They could easily be overwhelmed.  Spurgo had a revolver and a cutlass, and his men were bristling with steel blades and all sorts of firearms.  'They'll not put us in the brig, sir,' said a muscle-bound individual to the pirate captain. This sturdy brigand had a bare torso and body armour covering his legs, one of which was prosthetic with an ugly hook for a foot. In the hurly-burly Commander Flax had left the speaker open at his console and it clicked into action:'Glad to report sir that the AI squad have repelled the latest invaders, though some half -dozen seem to have headed up towards the accommodation areas.' Spurgo scowled, pulled his pistol, and levelled it at Captain Cutter. 
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  Along the spacious lounge area called the Dorms, Venner and the other passengers and staff who were billeted nearby heard no alarm bell or any other indication that the ship had been boarded. For the last day or two the former Top Hat had been sacking out, reading, wondering what he ought to try to do next in life. He was thinking of leaving the Tortuga while it was in docking orbit around the next planet on the route. In the meantime he and Lonnie would be performing some Hat gigs. He would stay in touch with Lonnie Pascoe after leaving the ship, he was sure of that. So there he was, reading ancient comic books on his Synapsis, marvelling at the art of the 'Slave Girl' comics of Earth so many years before. They never grew old, with their tales of fabled, spired cities, kidnapped beauties, and the Games where men and beasts battled. There was a clattering on his door. 'Come out, Mr Kleissenberg!' someone shouted. 'We've got you this time!' Kleissenberg? About to open the door, Venner stopped in his tracks. Why were they dragging this old scandal up? 'No Kleissenberg here!' he shouted through the door. The banging continued. 'Don't be shy, you are who you are, let's make the best of it.' In a quieter voice the man said, 'Bust the door in, we'll take him alive.' Venner looked around his quarters. If only he had a pistol! He picked up a baseball bat and tucked a steak knife in his waistband. Then he stood to the left of the door frame and got ready. There was a commotion outside, and a shriek followed by the sound of running feet. 'Venner!' He knew that voice, it was Hollis Pierpoint, whose cabin was a few doors along the corridor. He opened up. Pierpoint obviously had a comm implant because he was muttering as Venner opened the door. Pierpoint raised his eyes to Venner and nodded, gesturing towards a fellow lying at his feet. Pierpoint raised his .45 to show how he had clubbed him with the butt. This individual was dressed in the white tunic and black trousers of a ship's steward. 'There were four of them, the others took off down there. I've seen them serving up the grub, but they're getting paid for more than that, obviously. I overheard them talking about you, they said they had to get the right one this time.' The dark-haired girl called Latonia appeared.  'They knew who to grab. They knew the door number and everything,' she said to Pierpoint. Venner stood looking down and shaking his head, trying to make some sense of these events. 'Hey, Ven,' said Pierpoint, 'you must have met Latonia here, Latonia Fletcher?' 'We exchanged a few words,' said Venner, with a nod and a smile. Pierpoint turned away, attending to the messages unreeling in his ear. 'So you've taken over, Blake? And what? I see.' He turned to Venner.  'I've got Thorason Blake here.' 'Security Head?' 'Of the Tortuga, yes. Seems that the Captain, along with the whole bridge, is in the hands of Erloch Spurgo who has got plenty of lads and lasses with him.' 'I've heard about Spurgo,' said Latonia with a shudder. 'Why don't you both come on into my cabin a minute?' said Venner. 'We can make some sort of plan.' 'Wait,' said Pierpoint, listening to the voices in his head. He immediately tapped his ear lobe, turning off the feed.  'You got any weapons in there?' he said to Venner, walking in. He ignored the baseball bat and the hilt of the steak knife in Venner's belt. 'No.' Lonnie appeared at the door. 'Hear about the siege?' he said. 'I've been following it.' He touched his index finger to a civilian radio ear bud tuned to the ship's radio service. 'We'll have to break the siege, simple as that,' said Pierpoint. 'You haven't heard the latest, then?' said Lonnie, looking over his shoulder, 'Some of them got through and past the robots and were seen making their way up here.' 'Here they are,' said Venner. Around the corner came a bunch of screaming invaders, a score of them or more, including four or five tough-looking women. They were all laughing and shouting out of bravado. Several had on gaudy leather outfits with plenty of straps and buckles. Discs and diamonds of steel armour were sewn on, more for show than protection. 'They're out for devilment!' said Pierpoint cheerfully. 'Well, that they won't be denied,' muttered Venner. The oncoming mob carried all sorts of blades and cudgels. Some had pistols of the latest type in their belts, as well as antiques charged with black powder and shot. 'I doubt if they'll shoot those things off,' said Pierpoint. 'Depressurisation will be just as fatal for them as for us.'  One had a sickle which he waved in the air as if conducting a symphony, all the while showing the gaps in his teeth in a moronic grin. Soon they were all over the doorway of Venner's cabin, striking and stabbing.  One shouted, 'It's him all right, don't hurt him, lads, we'll get more!' Venner smashed up a coffee table that was just inside his doorway and handed Lonnie a leg of it.  Pierpoint had grabbed the baseball bat and was holding back a couple of villains wielding blades. 'It's you they're after, Ven,' said Lonnie. 'You think so?' said Venner, smashing his well-shaped hardwood chair leg into the forearm of an attacker. Drax had appeared from one side and was slashing at the pirates with a sword he had taken from a brigand. Beside him were a half-dozen passengers, some of whom were ex-military, with improvised weapons from the kitchen and gymnasium.  The invaders were not getting it all their own way, and they began to retreat the way they had come. Several made daring attempts to grab Venner, because Spurgo had been offered a bounty for him, and they would get a share of it. 
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Cutter looked down the barrel of Spurgo's plasma pistol, thinking to himself that he had not had too bad a life.  He realized he had been too light on those two Jyconan terrorists. They knew this attack was coming, that was why they were so damned complacent. Now they, along with the others on board that had been helping them, had sunk him. He'd been too reasonable a man in an unreasonable world. These thoughts swam through his brain as he contemplated Spurgo's barrel. In a second the plasma bullet would come swerving and whirling towards him. But the cocky young brigand stood hesitating as the door burst in.  There stood four or five guys in steel-blue armour and helmets, and alongside them was Thorason Blake. Bursting in around this combat unit were a half-dozen four-foot robots. What a clever innovation they were, thought Cutter. The vicious little brutes could tell who was enemy and who was crew all right, and a number of gaudily dressed and tattoo-covered buggers went down before their laser blasts. The brigands followed their leader, backing away from the  élite squad, whose numbers kept increasing, and the ferocious bots. The next thing Cutter knew he was sitting in his command chair once again and the smell of fresh coffee was in his nostrils. He shook hands with Blake and a couple of the officers from his team. 'We've gotta beat 'em back all the way,' said Blake. He showed Cutter an information pad which had dynamic displays of the Tortuga's decks. The brigands were shown as moving red dots and crew as green. The brigands had gone back to the shuttle deck through which they had entered the ship, probably by means of a flexible life-support tube operated from a bay on their own ship. 'There is one other group of them, in the Dorms,' said Blake, but they've been cornered now by Hollis Pierpoint and a few other passengers and crew. The main force, there, you see, in the shuttle bay, well, it might be an idea just to let them escape. I don't know what the casualty figures are, but it's been an expensive day.' 'Keep the bots at them, and take out as many as possible,' said Cutter. 'We don't want them getting the idea that pillaging a starliner comes cheap.' 'Spurgo has a smear of sense in that noggin of his,' said Blake. 'He's in it for the plunder, not to run amok, and he calculates to a hair. His bully boys are another matter, of course, once they get the smell of battle in their snouts.'  An ensign waving a white flag came onto the command deck. He had been released by the pirates and was led straight to Cutter. 'What is it, Terry?' 'Spurgo says if you want you can chat with him man to man, under a flag of truce.' 'Might be an idea,' said Cutter. 'Arrange it.' 'Yes sir,' said Terry, swallowing hard as he started to plod back to the enemy camp. 'We'll be unarmed,' said Cutter. 'Let's have two guards each standing by.' Terry nodded and saluted. Over a comm link, Cutter arranged to receive Spurgo in his Ready Room.  He changed his shirt and brushed down his jacket. The desk was clear, there was a jug of wine and glasses. He took his seat. Behind him stood two guards with holstered weapons. The door opened and in walked Spurgo, followed by his two guards. Cutter had no intention of shaking hands, nor did the brigand seem to expect it. 'Seat?' 'Thank you.' The youth sank into the black leather swivel chair. 'Drink?' 'What's that, Veloran red? Yes, I will, thank you.'  The brigand took his cap from under his arm and placed it on the desk while Cutter poured. The Captain took his seat and swallowed some wine. 'All right, Mr Spurgo, what do you have to say?' 'My proposal is, a truce to be observed from now on, until I get all my men off the ship. There have been some valiant exchanges, we're about equal, I should say. You proved too tough a nut to crack, sir. So let us agree to part with no more loss of blood. I would ask you though to allow the two Jyconan boys you have in the brig to be brought to the shuttle deck so we can get them away.' 'You're still interested in those two incompetents, are you?' Spurgo grinned and passed his fingers through the biscuity-coloured quiff over his forehead. 'Well, I wouldn't want to let you into all my plans, but those boys were a grave disappointment to us all.' 'How is that?' 'They were supposed to just lie low and get ready to do their bit and help us when we attacked, but they jumped the gun. They knew Lupo Venner was working as an entertainer on board, and they tried to get him for themselves before we got involved. Of course they went after the wrong entertainer.' 'So why did they want Venner?' Spurgo grinned. 'I have no idea. They also wanted to take possession of the Tortuga when we had, uh, got what we wanted off her. They had agreed to meet my price for that. They wanted it to help publicise the Jyconan Liberation movement.' 'Bastards!' said Cutter. Spurgo shrugged and picked up his cap. 'I'm afraid,' said Cutter, 'that we cannot part with our two Jyconan friends. They have charges against them and will be going back to Federation Law Enforcement as soon as I get a message out to a blue cruiser.' 'Very well, sir,' said Spurgo. 'You have your code of duty, and I'm sure you'll see they get what they richly deserve. In return for a placid evacuation of your shuttle bay, however, may I request that we exchange prisoners and wounded, and that anyone from the Tortuga's crew wanting to join us gets the opportunity to do so?' 'Yes,' said Cutter. 'Any turncoats in the crew can bail out, we don't want 'em. I suppose that if they've got the face, some of them will keep quiet and stay here as the bastards they are.' 'Not with any connivance of mine, Captain, I can assure you of that. My interest in your ship is at an end.' Spurgo put his cap on and adjusted it with both hands. 'Do you agree, Captain?' 'I agree.' 'Thank you.' He turned on his heel and walked out. Five minutes later, Cutter was down in the shuttle bay. He joined Flax and Hollis Pierpoint amidst more than a score of security men. The thirty-odd villains, plus some shifty-looking or brazenly defiant characters from amongst the crew, stood waiting for the boarding tube to reattach. Some of the stewards had been there since the start of the engagement; they had let the brigands in. The tube from the pirates' ship fastened itself over the bay door with a thump, then the door was opened. Spurgo stood aside. The wounded went through first, then the others, then only Spurgo stood there with his henchman, a modest looking guy with an honest face, Cutter caught the name Kalat. Just as the door was about to close after the last man, Spurgo reappeared and waved his arm to get Cutter's attention. 'Captain, I said I wasn't interested in Venner but I lied! You try to find him!' Throwing his parrot-like head back, the brigand let out a burst of insane laughter before the door slammed to. 'What did he say?' shouted Cutter. Billy Flax leapt forward and clawed at the impregnable bay door. 
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  Things soon returned to normal on the Dorms. Broken furniture was taken away and replaced, blood stains were dealt with, and people were soon lying around on the lounge chairs or sitting at the tables discussing the hurricane that had just passed through their lives. The two or three deaths and dozen or so injuries incurred were deplorable, but the passengers were very much conscious that they had lived through an exciting event they could dine off for years. Venner was drinking with his friends that evening. The captain arrived and stared at Venner, before shaking his hand. 'The bugger was playing a little game,' he said. 'I was afraid he'd got you.' With that, he saluted and left. 'We've still got to be vigilant up here,' said Venner, 'because you don't know which stewards you can trust.' 'Not just stewards either,' said Drax, unobtrusively squinting here and there. Hollis Pierpoint went to get fresh drinks. Venner, Lonnie, Latonia, Helen, Drax, and Rosalind were gathered around the table where they sometimes took their morning coffee together. 'I didn't know that Drax was a technician, here for a job as well as a cruise, until the other day,' said Rosalind. 'Even though we're staying in the same flat, he only just told me. It's true you don't know people.' 'Really?' said Pierpoint, who had just got back with a loaded tray. 'You're a techie, Drax?' 'Yeah, just in the entertainment world. I'm more or less in the same trade as Lupo and Lonnie here, I guess.' 'What, do you sing as well?' 'No, just what you might call that little bit of creative work required in Holodream Suites.' 'Full-stink holograms?' said Venner. 'That's the latest growth industry, man. These suites are getting bigger and better all the time. They have one in practically every mall these days.' 'What are you then, Drax,' said Pierpoint, 'cutting edge?' 'Ha ha ha! No, I would say more like maintenance. The things need a lot of it.' 'There's some wonderful stuff when you go through those doors,' said Lonnie.  'Yeah, you gotta be careful though because if you're the type, obsessive like,' said Pierpoint, 'you can hooked on 'em and never want to come out.' 'Down in those shady vales you fight a war/ and never feel a wound,' said Lonnie, quoting a song by Tyro of Tursa. 'Well no, that's just it,' said Drax. 'People are demanding more and more reality with their holograms. And some WILL take a wound to deepen the reality experience.' 'Yeah, within reason they will,' said Lonnie. 'Are you a Holosuite fan?' Rosalind asked Helen. 'No, it's not my sort of thing,' said the humble maiden from Pelops. 'I've never been in one.' 'Not even when you had a free voucher delivered?' said Rosalind. 'No, I wouldn't dare to redeem one of those. I've always been too intimidated.'  'You really must give it a whirl, Helen,' said Venner. 'Whatever you're into, there's something for you. You can have a virtual visit to wherever you like, in whatever time period you prefer. Go to Mars or Mobius II, or Achelar. I don't know when you went home last, but you can take a pootle around your own home planet if you feel like it.' 'Can they really mug up Pelops in there, then?' Venner looked at Drax enquiringly. 'Of course,' said Drax. 'They've surveyed numerous worlds. Pelops, Pluron, Spandura, Mobius II, Earth of course. Earth is the most popular. But you name it.' Lonnie during all this time had been watching Latonia, who sat opposite him. She had her eye on Venner, without being obvious about it. 'I could take you both to the Holosuite now and show you a few screens of different locales,' said Drax, putting a hand on Venner's shoulder, and one on Helen's. 'You can get right beside a Go-Through screen and just look. Stand there in the foyer, like, and get a view of it.' 'That sounds good,' said Helen, glancing over at Latonia, who raised her eyebrows and nodded encouragingly. So when the group began to split up Venner and Helen turned to Drax.  'I'll go back to the flat,' said Rosalind. 'OK, sweetie,' said Drax. 'She always calls our cabin the flat,' he told them as she walked away. They got the elevator to deck fourteen which was given over to the Holodream Suite. Drax ran his fingertips over a keypad then placed his palm on an authentication panel. The glass door slid back noiselessly. There was a hallway with columns. Down various archways you could enter the studios. Several were in use, as was shown by an amber light over the doorway. 'Choose one that's not lit up and we'll start,' Drax said to Helen. She ran her hand through her fair hair and across the back of her neck. 'Let's try this one,' she said. 'All right.'  Drax touched some buttons on a column and they walked past it and along the corridor where there was a room with black walls covered with diagrammatic white lines making up squares that seemed to throb as if waiting for a client's input. 'Let's see,' said Drax, 'we just want a window experience first of all, don't we?' He hummed to himself and smoothly typed something on a keyboard. 'Place? Era?' 'Uh, as we're just looking, let's choose, say: the continent of Africa on Earth, in the 1800s,' said Venner. 'Ah yes, shall we say South Africa? The Zulu country is a stirring sight.' 'Fine.' Drax's fingers rattled the keys. The room was flooded with light from the far wall. It looked like a massive 3-D movie screen, pulsating with life.  'You should even get some of the scents,' said Drax, looking down and making a few connoisseur-like passes on the keyboard. There was a line on the floor beyond which all the intense colours danced. This side of the line they were still in diagram land. 'Move closer,' said Drax. 'See it. Smell it. Darkest Africa is through there and it's yours to walk into if you wish. You can play any part you like, even yourself.' Venner and Helen stood a foot from the line on the floor beyond which they could apparently see for several miles into the distance. There were blue mountains and purple woods in the haze. A trumpeting elephant was heard, and a monkey jabbered hysterically. 'You sure you don't want to go in there, maybe just put a toe in, the both of you? Uncle Drax will be here to lead you back.' He got nearer to them and placed his hand on a shoulder of each. 'As a matter of fact I think I'll leave it for now. I'll come back later and get some more of it, it's great all right,' said Venner. 'Don't be so feeble. I think you could do with something NOW!' said Drax, pushing them both over the line into the sultriness of the veldt. 'You swine,' said a woman's voice, and before he could stop her, Latonia Fletcher had leapt by him, following Venner and Helen. Drax went to the controls and began to type furiously, overriding safety codes and accessing the the tracking records. If he scrambled these it was unlikely anyone would ever find the three newcomers. Abruptly he felt himself swung round. Lonnie Pascoe had a hold of his shirt. 'What are you playing at?' said the little man.  'They'd like an experience like no other, and I'm adding a few touches. It's my thing,' he added snottily. 'You got something to say?' 'They didn't go in there, you pushed them.' 'It's a joke,' said Drax, changing tack and grinning. 'I'll bring them out in a minute, you'll see.' 'OK, but leave that keyboard for now. We'll find out what the Captain has got to say about it,' said Lonnie, still holding Drax by his shirt front. 'Great, great,' said Drax, as if ready to go to the bridge. As they started walking side by side he jumped on the smaller man and got him in a head lock. Drax was a trained man and taller and heavier than Pascoe, but the little fellow had been through a tough school on earth, learning to survive and play dirty in the grim schoolroom of the streets. He grabbed at Drax's crotch and squeezed viciously. The Pellacian flung the minstrel away, at the same time delivering a stomp which caught Lonnie in the small of the back. Lonnie was already moving away however, and he dodged most of the impact. He spun round, grabbed Drax's ankle and twisted. The two fell into a struggling, cursing heap. Once on top, Drax furiously hammer-punched the smaller man a half-dozen time to the head and abdomen.  Holosuite staff struggled to separate the fighters.  'He's had a bad experience in one of the cyber studios,' said Drax. 'He thinks I'm after him.' The Holosuite workers had seen Drax conferring with their superiors and making adjustments to the equipment and were inclined to believe him. The other man had been knocked unconscious. 'Get security onto him,' said Drax, 'and he'll also need a medic. I'll bring a consultant down from the infirmary.' They let him go. 'Turn right, it's the quickest way!' shouted one, as he started to trot. But Drax turned left, towards the transporter deck. 
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  Venner stumbled, looking down at his feet in brown felt boots in the grass. There were also the trousers of a grey flannel suit. The jacket had big pockets and was as long as a frock coat. Around his shoulders was a bandolier with cartridges, and on the grass in front of him was a rifle, which he had evidently dropped. He adjusted the broad-brimmed hat he was wearing.  Beside him was Helen, wearing a bonnet and a long dress with a woollen shawl.  Who had turned the heat up so high? 'Can't we find some shade?' he said. The girl was looking around, as lost and bewildered as he was. Then he saw a wagon pulled by four oxen. Beside it was a little yellow man, perhaps a Hottentot, in a felt hat and cast-off European clothes, holding a whip. 'Baas!' shouted the man, waving his arm. 'This way! We must get back to the caravan! Ya ya!' he cried, cracking his whip at the oxen and making them surge forward. Picking up his rifle, Venner indicated to Helen that they should join the Hottentot. 'We've got to play this out. It's some stupid trick of Drax's. You wait till I get my hands on him!' He looked all around, half expecting to recognise among a stand of trees a crowd of delighted revellers from the Dorms enjoying their confusion. 'What's wrong? Why do we have to get back to the caravan?' he asked the Hottentot, who had jumped up onto the board and was getting ready to start thrashing the team. 'I think we offended someone, Baas,' he replied, nodding towards a hill to Venner's right. Venner could see shapes moving down the slope. There must have been twenty or thirty men chasing them, and bright glints came from the tips of the assegais they were waving. 'Whatever the game is, there must be some way to stop the program,' said Helen. 'You've been in the Holosuite before, haven't you?'  Yes! That was the first thing he should have thought of! 'Freeze program!' said Venner. Nothing froze. He looked back at the figures on the hill. They were getting closer. 'Computer, freeze program!' he ordered. Nothing. 'Arch!' he said, and quickly tried again and again, with different intonations. Nothing.  'Come on!' he said to Helen. The two of them ran forward and got into the wagon. A whip cracked and the thing leapt forward. From under the canvas roof they looked out the back. Several shots rang out. Their pursuers had rifles as well as spears. 'They can't shoot like you, Baas,' shouted the Hottentot over his shoulder.  I might as well play the game, thought Venner. He checked his rifle. It was a single-shot, and loaded. He went down on one knee, and when the wagon went over a smooth piece of ground he squeezed the trigger. There was a boom and a great cloud filled the wagon. When it cleared he saw that all of the runners had fallen. Venner chuckled to himself. This was a piece of cake! Then they all stood up again, had a brief conversation, and came on faster than before. He joined the driver, adding his own shouts of encouragement to the Hottentot's cries and whip cracks. 'What's your name?' he shouted. 'Julian, Baas.' 'Julian! All right, Julian, keep lashing those brutes as hard as you can. Helen, lie down on the floor of the wagon. I'll run alongside and take a pot shot or two.' He jumped out and trotted alongside the wagon, loading his piece then whirling round to snap off his shots. In no time the tall warriors with spears and shields, and wearing plumes of feathers, were almost on top of them. Venner's slugs had accounted for one or two but they still came hurtling along, shrieking to encourage each other. If this was a game it was realistic, as Venner found out when, climbing back into the fleeing wagon, he got a crack over the back of the head from a club with a knot of wood at the end. Another guy put a razor the size of the size of a trowel through his jacket and shirt. It grazed his side and he felt the blood oozing down. Then he heard the rattle of horses' hooves, guttural shouts, and echoing gunshots. Puffs of smoke billowed all around them. Bearded white men on ponies had appeared and they were firing at the blacks and driving them off. Julian halted the wagon. Helen leapt down while the Hottentot went to talk to the oxen. He kissed them and patted them, muttering in his own language. 'What gallant rescuers you blokes are. I don't know how we can thank you for your help,' said Venner. 'Are you Kleissenberg?' asked the tall man, a Boer evidently. 'Uh, yes I am.' 'Your friends in Hilldorp thought you might be able to use some help so they asked us to ride out on commando.' 'It's wonderful of you,' said Helen. The Boer jumped off his pony, bowing his head, and shook her hand. After jumping down and thanking each of the party of six or seven riders personally, Venner grinned at Julian who was back in position with the reins in his hands. Venner and Helen climbed aboard, and with the Boers riding beside them, pressed on. 'We've got to make the best of this show,' Venner muttered to Helen. 'It's pretty real, it seems to me. It's not some cut-rate induction course put on by an accounting company to promote staff bonding and esprit de corps.' 'Real? It's too real,' said Helen. 'Those Zulu bodies over there are decomposing already.' Gingerly, Venner raised his jacket and shirt to show her his side. 'That will need stitches,' she informed him. 'I'll get one of these fellows' women just to wash it and bandage it. I bet their females are good at that kind of thing. Hold on a second, what is that?' A familiar tune was being whistled by Julian as he guided the oxen: 'Here, There and Everywhere.' 'Julian, what is that song?' 'I don't know, Baas, a pretty tune I heard in some gin house. No, now you ask me, I think I heard you singing it, Baas.' Venner looked at Helen and nodded. 'A pretty cover-up for an anachronism. We'll have to watch for these little cracks in the surface,' he said, looking around him. 'We'll soon detect the glue and the cardboard. This stuff isn't seamless, by any means. We'll find a way out.' 'If the spears of the Zulus or the lead of the Boers don't get us first.' They arrived at the valley containing a group of ragged huts known as Hilldorp. A communal meal was being prepared and that night they ate with the others round an open fire. Earlier Venner had been taken to an old 'vrouw' who was the closest they had to a nurse and she looked at his wound. After washing it with disinfectant she brought the edges together and fastened them with a few catgut stitches. When the old woman was satisfied she wrapped a long bandage around him several times. 'Those kaffirs keep their spears clean, so you should be all right.' That night as they ate, the old vrouw came up to Venner. 'The new young lady who arrived here and sent the commando for you wants a word. Is she your sister?' 'A young lady?' 'Yes, asking about a beardless man, your age, citified like, with a fair-haired girl.' A woman came walking into the firelight. They did not recognise her at first with her long dress and a back shawl over her head, but it was Latonia Fletcher. 


 


- 25 -

Helen leapt forward with a cry and hugged her friend. 'How are we going to get out of this?' she said, beginning to cry. 'Did Drax push you into the Go-Through window too?' asked Venner. 'I wasn't pushed, I jumped. I saw what he did.' 'Damn,' said Venner, 'it would have been a better idea if you'd stayed outside and got a technician, or told the Captain.' 'I realize that now. Lonnie was behind me, though. He probably tackled Drax, because he saw what he was at the same as I did.' 'Let's hope he informs the captain about us,' said Venner. 'Drax is probably one of Spurgo's undercover agents, do you realize that?' said Latonia. 'They are going to get quite a bounty if they can hand you over.' 'All because I'm a Kleissenberg?' Latonia hesitated and scratched her neck. 'The best we can do right now is try to remember as much as we can about the Holodream Suite. We've got to manipulate what we can while we've got the chance,' said Venner. 'You've been in it a few times with Lonnie,' said Latonia. 'Did you read the small print first?' 'Of course not. Who does?' Helen went up to Venner and put her hand on his shoulder. Venner was staring dreamily into the fire and, Latonia noticed, did not move away. In fact, he sat closer to her as the whole concourse listened to the strains of one of the big old Boers singing to the accompaniment of a banjo. For the benefit of the three guests, the guy sang in English. Helen and Latonia slept inside the wagon and Venner rolled himself in a blanket underneath it.  Where Julian was taking his rest no one knew. As he told Venner, 'Sometimes I sleep in a hollow tree, Baas, sometimes I just crawl into a corner of the wall. If I can find a hook I sometimes string up a hammock, Baas.' They never knew when Julian might disappear, he was like a yellow snake. But the great thing with him was that he turned up when he was needed, or when square-face gin was being handed out, or tobacco. The next morning after breakfast Latonia asked if Venner had a minute. 'Yeah?' 'They've got hardware shop, if you can call it that. A hut, you might have seen it, it's got these tin baths and stuff hanging up. If I can get my hands on the right materials I may be able to create some gadgets that can hack into the controls of this game of bagatelle.' 'Sounds great.' 'We can leave Helen here,' said Latonia. The younger woman was sitting with the old vrouw who had tended Venner's wounds, and they were chattering contentedly. 'Seems like a real meeting of minds there. I don't really want anyone to know that I'll be working on a machine. They would probably put a stop to it. I don't even know if Helen should be let in on it yet. I'm afraid she might give the game way. Inadvertently, I mean.' Venner shrugged. 'I don't think she would. But if you think it's better to leave her out of it for now, OK.' They walked through the settlement to the hut in question. Like the others, it had a dirt floor. The walls consisted of a cobbled course up to about hip height, then above that it was logs and planking. The slanted roof was woven out of wicker that had long ago turned brown and hardened like a rustic tilework. There were the tin baths hung up and swaying in the breeze, also numerous brooms, shovels, tin cups, and jugs. Looking in through the doorway they could see hurricane lamps, picks, shovels, fuses, and dynamite.  They went inside. The place was unique in Hilldorp as it had a tight-fitting door. The place could be locked. Inside it was dim, and smelled of spices, coffee, and paraffin. There was a counter with a Chinese-looking gong on it. Venner went up to the counter and used the wooden hammer provided.  BONG! A middle-aged man appeared, dressed in a blue apron. He was medium height with a pleasant face covered with stubble rather than a full beard like most of the Boers. 'Do you have batteries?' asked Latonia. He seemed startled. 'We don't have much call for those, but in the other room, yes, we've got a few.' He pointed to a door, very like the front door. 'What are they, dry cell, Gassner type?' That's right. 'And wire?' 'Oh, plenty of wire. How will you pay?' Venner and Latonia looked at each other. This was a good question. 'Is our credit good?' 'The lady's, I'm afraid not. But Mynheer Kleissenberg, yes, of course' said the merchant. Latonia let out a gasp of exasperation. 'Don't be offended,' whispered Venner. 'Remember, this is all just a crazy illusion.' The shopkeeper was looking at them levelly. He either had not heard this comment, or was not going to admit it. 'I would like to put some of these things together. Do you have a workspace I could use?' said Latonia. 'Sebastian is through there,' said the assistant. 'He'll be able to help you more than I can.' Latonia and Venner approached the other door, turned the handle and pushed it open. Peering through they saw a man bent over a workbench, using a soldering iron to repair the frame of a pair of wire spectacles. 'We do all sorts of odd jobs here,' said the first man. 'Seb, this lady would like to use your bench.' Venner took a back seat while Latonia went around the shop picking out articles of brass, iron, copper, also some bottles of acid. She piled it all on the soldering table. Then she took Venner aside. 'I don't think they will interfere with what I'm doing, but we won't let anyone know I am trying anything beyond the simple handiwork required by the Boers. This hologram may have been programmed to ignore or disable the tweaks I'll be making, and who knows what Drax may have done to the coding, but I'll give it my best. Now let's have a look at this stuff and I'll try to get a disruptor organised.' Venner soon got bored of watching as she screwed and soldered parts together, with help from Sebastian. After a while she had created something that looked as if it had come out of a child's construction kit such as they had back on Pellax. He went back out into the shop. 'Good morning, sir. How may I help you?' asked the assistant, as if he had not seen him before. 'Do you have any computing devices?' asked Venner. I'll see if I can stretch a boundary or two myself, he thought. 'Only these,' said the man, indicating an arrangement of knotted strings in different colours and an abacus or two. There were foodstuffs over in one corner: meats, spices, candy. There was also a selection of books and pamphlets, some in Dutch some in English or French.  Suddenly a young boy came bursting through. 'Mynheer Kleissenberg, the young lady is in trouble.' 'What?' said Venner. 'The young lady, Helen. She's hurt. Out here!' 
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  'Those bastard Jyconan idiots,' said Kalat Hertig as soon as they'd got back onto the Fish Eagle. Spurgo sank into his command chair with a yawn. 'It's all a game, and we learned something out of it, by Gar,' he said with a grin. 'We'll have more of a low down on them next time.' 'Those kids let us down though, the assholes. They ruined it, man. We could have had the whole boatload of those suckers cold, I know we could. Imagine having the run of a city in the sky!' Mitzi was sitting placidly on a stool next to the captain's chair. The silky android had practically been purring ever since the return of her owner and his warriors. The Fish Eagle had been standing by cloaked until everyone was ready to come aboard. As soon as the tally of men, minus the dead, was complete they set a course away from the Tortuga's milk run, which they knew to an inch. 'You've got to wonder how friendly that Captain Cutter is going to stay,' said Hertig. 'Don't you think we had better recloak now we're all aboard?' 'Cloaking takes too much power and we'll do better putting distance between us and the crinkly cruiser,' said Spurgo. 'We'll get back to Kellagad and regroup. Besides, we can't cloak because I am waiting for someone to come on in.' He nodded towards an ancient transporter bay that was turned on and humming. It was not until they were about to go into orbit around Jycona, prior to debarking for Kellagad, that the transporter bay began to rattle, and then its gong chimed. Two shapes appeared in a space where one was usually considered plenty. Due to the dated electronics on the Fish Eagle the cloaking device and the transporter were sometimes touch and go. Few trusted it, but someone was coming through all right, two people stepped out. One was Drax, grinning with the confidence born out of blessed ignorance. With him was Rosalind. The girl looked about her. When she saw the ugly bunch of misfits who formed the crew of the Fish Eagle, she was ready to jump back into the transporter. Spurgo and Drax shook hands. 'Well, I didn't get my man, and you are still without your starliner,' said Drax. Spurgo shrugged. 'The sky is full of stars and also of prizes, by Gar. As for me, I prefer to think about the next thing I am going to get my hands on rather than what I have missed.' Mitzi meanwhile approached Drax's woman Rosalind. 'Welcome aboard,' she said, offering her hand. Rosalind took it immediately. It was hard to tell either from any lack of softness or smoothness or peculiarity of temperature that it was anything but human. Though Mitzi was a living doll, that did not affect the way Rosalind felt about her in the slightest. They were friends and that was that. 'We've got a girl's room if you would like to freshen up,' said Mitzi. 'Are there more in there like her?' whispered Rosalind, looking over at a woman on the nearest console. She must have weighed two hundred pounds and had genuine blue-black stubble on her chin. 'It's an executive-style rest room and the crew aren't allowed in,' added Mitzi. Rosalind took her arm and they went in to powder up and discuss the whole world and their men. It was a great opportunity for Mitzi. Rosalind was a type of woman she had previously only seen in the Royal Guard and on the streets of Kellagad, a button and bow type, unlike the amazons in the crew of the Fish Eagle. This was what the men called a good-lookin' chick, and Mitzi's software would allow her to pick up many tips and mannerisms from her. (Though some of the fighting women on board were good-looking, they were for the most-part deep-voiced, aggressive and unapproachable.) Soon everyone was back in Kellagad and celebrating at the Royal Guard.  The festivities would have made any outsider conclude that the latest trip of the Fish Eagle had been a roaring success. Though the raid on the Tortuga had proved a disaster financially, they had at least seen action, swords and cudgels had been bloodied. A few colleagues had been lost of course, but it was in honourable circumstances, and, in effect, a laugh had been had. Drax had been kitted out by Spurgo in some finery that made him look like one of his crew instead of a Holdream Suite engineer. 'You look great, Romeo,' said Rosalind, 'but your spirit doesn't rise to the height of your attire, what?' 'She can speak flashy when she likes, by Gar,' said Spurgo, perched in the throne-like chair that everyone seemed to agree was his in the Royal Guard. 'Well, she's right. I do feel a bit down. I've got a call to make that I don't particularly relish,' said Drax. 'Let's leave it at that for now.' Spurgo shrugged. The night was going well, the wine was fine. Ever since he had cleared Gugat out of the place, the Royal Guard had become one of his favourite perches. 'Poor Drax can't live up to his own ideals,' Rosalind said softly to Mitzi. 'He plays the hard case, but you feel he doesn't really know who he is. Unlike your man,' she added, looking at Spurgo. 'He seems as if he's got nothing to prove whatsoever.' 
  
* * * * * *
 

 Later, Drax went to the first floor of the tavern where there was a room devoted to telephones. Once on visual the phones could of course give you any background you wished. You could make anyone think you were where you said you were. Every phone was equipped with ultra 3-D, too. Drax chose a neutral background of pastel shapes. He made a call to Pellax, the city of Caram in fact, where an official of the ruling dynasty, the Galerians, was waiting to hear from him. It was Henter Siquod, a minister of the King, and Drax did not know how to phrase his message for the best. Siquod would easily see where Drax had come up short, there were no two ways about it. The thick-necked minister, decked in a feather cloak, had been afraid that the news might not be of the best. A few minutes into the conversation, Siquod cut in on Drax's explanations.  'So you ended up pushing the upstart into a holographic world where he may or may not spend an hour or two amusing himself, is that what you're telling me?'  'I adjusted the software and scrambled the controls, so it's highly unlikely he will ever get out. Also, the safety parameters in there are now non-existent. A sharp blade's a blade and a slug of lead is what it is. He can't last.' Siquod was not impressed. He glared at someone who must have been standing beside the message booth, and shook his head. 'You will wait there, Mr Deerfield, where are you, in Kellagad on Jycona? You'll wait for Prince Barratat and introduce him to this Erl Spurgo of yours. Assuming, despite your holographic trap, this Venner upstart is still a problem, the arrangement with Spurgo will remain the same, and he will be expected to liaise with Prince Barratat. Are you capable of relaying that message?' 'Of course, sir, an honour,' said Drax, attempting to keep the dread out of his voice. Any sign of weakness could make his troubles even worse.  
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  Venner rushed out of the hardware shop and followed the boy to where they had left Helen chatting by the fire. 'She was getting some firewood,' said the boy, pointing to a stack of bundles tied with string and piled ready, 'and a snake dropped out and bit her.' 'What kind of snake?' 'A red viper.' He shuddered.  People were gathering and Venner made his way though to see Helen lying on her back, smiling as if in the depths of a peaceful dream. At his approach she opened her eyes. She lifted her skirt and on her right ankle was a double puncture mark, red and puffed up. Latonia had arrived. The patient seemed to her a repulsive sight. The Boers were looking to Latonia, as it had got about that she was a 'wise woman'. 'How are we going to save her, Tonia?' said Venner. 'Shall I suck the poison out?' 'Who knows?' said Latonia vaguely. 'In the context of the game it might be better just to let her get over it.' 'Do you really believe that? Seems to me the poison is real, or real enough to kill Helen. In the context of the Holodream or not.' 'If she can't help, go and fetch the vrouw Jubilee,' said somebody. In the end, Julian and the old vrouw put together a poultice in the kitchen, including mealie flour, olive oil, and herbs gathered in the old woman's garden. With the help of that wrapped around her ankle and plenty of drinks of water the fever that had taken hold started to pass off. Julian, to the accompaniment of the virtuoso banjo player of the Boers, Horst Lindmaan, started singing 'Across the Universe'. 'That is so great to come round to,' said Helen. They had moved her to a bed made up on the stoop outside the old vrouw's house.  'Yeah, that's a great tune, and I believe it's another Beatles hit,' said Venner. 'If Julian says he got that one off me he's shitting us, because I haven't sung that song for at least five years.' Within a day or two Latonia had borrowed a rocking chair from one of the families and attached the machine she had made to it. Her disruptor looked like some frame contraption designed to heat up a bed, except that it had more wires and a clock at the centre and not a light bulb. 'I don't like that buzz box this lady Latonia is putting together,' said Julian. 'She might not have the right medicine. I get better information from a snake out on the veldt.' 'Good for you,' said Venner with a grin, not making too much of it. 'Do you trust me, Baas?' said Julian. Venner looked at that creased-up lemon-coloured face. There was something in the man's eyes that he had liked right from the first day when he had been tending the wagon. 'I trust you.' 'Then give me five minutes, Baas. Or rather, give the snake a chance to lead you somewhere.' Venner followed the Hottentot out into the veldt. It was still early morning and the heat was about to start. Venner had on his flannels which kept the sun off him, and a broad leather sombrero. 'The snake has its home around here, Baas,' said Julian. They had halted within the shadow of a series of mountains. Julian squatted on his heels and Venner followed his example. They sat waiting without a word for some time. Venner had heard nothing but he saw Julian twitch his head, and then there was a rustling in a clump of grass and a yellow snake, about ten inches long, glided out. Julian bowed his head in reverence. 'Greet him, Bass,' he whispered, and Venner bowed his head too. The snake undulated away slowly, leading them towards the mountain, a great mass of rock that looked blue, until you got close and then it seemed more like black with glassy undertones. The snake was moving in circles close to the skirts of the mountain, then it disappeared into a crack. Julian got to his knees and peered about, feeling the ground with his fingertips. Then he crouched, and turning his head on the side he squinted at the solid rock. 'A crack is here, Baas, small, but just big enough. He wants us to follow him into the mountain.' 'Oh no,' said Venner. 'Baas,' said Julian, 'this may save your life. The snake whispered to me that you are a king. He is a king in his world too, though insignificant-looking. You are a king too, though you may seem weak and foolish to some.' 'But that crack in the ground could be full of snakes, and big ones at that. That could be a cobra's nest down there for all I know.' 'Sometimes you must simply believe, Baas. To take things on trust from a friend can put you ahead in the game, as you put it.' Julian began to scratch away at the sandy ground, and in a little while he had exposed a hole in the foot of the slate-like mountainside. Next thing, Venner was looking at the soles of the Hottentot's battered boots. The rest of him was inside the mountain. 'Come through here, Baas, it's wider than you think,' he said in a voice that seemed to emanate from inside a biscuit tin. Venner cast his eyes around to see if there was any other way for him to go, but there was just the blue African day with the sun reverberating in the sky, and the next thing he knew he was down and had his head and shoulders under the mountain. Before him was a crawl space very dimly illuminated and up ahead was Julian wriggling along like a mole. 'There is light ahead, Baas.'  Thankfully the crawl space got wider. Venner would have dreaded having to back out of this crack in the world on his hands and knees. Shortly after Julian had disappeared round a corner in the blackness of the tunnel, there was a sound of talking up ahead. The floor was sandy and had small stones and large and Veneer saw sloughed off snake skins and what could have been petrified wolf turds. He heard an excited chattering and as he came round the corner there was a source of light and he saw Julian getting to his feet and climbing out and seeming to be greeted by people at the other end. As he got closer himself he was able to get up in a crouch and peer through a hole where a light was glowing and people were standing around. He reached forward and looked out. He was staring along a floor, from the perspective of a mouse in a mouse hole. The hole was more than big enough to get his head through. When he looked closer he saw it was an air duct. There was the grille lying on the floor close to the shuffling feet of a number of people, some of them in uniforms. 'It's Venner!' said someone.
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 Two people reached in and gripped his shoulders and they pulled him up into one of the stylish corridors of the Tortuga. 'Venner, baby!' said someone. 'He's one of the Top Hats!' It took him a while to realise that he had been pulled out of the Holodream suite and into the actual ship and that the man before him was his drinking companion, Hollis Pierpoint. Sweaty, balding, and generously built, Pierpoint presented as pretty a figure as Venner had seen in his life.  'Where's Drax?' said Venner, gritting his jaw. 'That bastard?' said Pierpoint. 'He made his getaway onto Spurgo's ship. He transported himself just as we caught up with him. He left your friend Lonnie Pascoe in a coma in the foyer of the Holodream Suite.' 'God knows what he did in there with the software,' said Captain Cutter, 'but we've got you safe now and that's the main thing. That's one fewer we've lost off the ship.' 'He wrecked the Holodream Suite, did he?' asked Venner.  'He's short-circuited a lot of it so it's potentially a death trap. We've had the tech guys tinkering at it,' said the Captain. 'Seems as if one option is to reboot the whole thing with fingers crossed.' 'Hold on, Captain,' said Venner. 'If you reboot while there are people in there, what will happen to them?' 'That's what's making us hesitate,' said Cutter. 'It's true they could possibly be lost.' 'Well, I've got to go back because Helen Macready and Latonia Fletcher are still in there.' 'We can't let you go back in,' said Cutter, clutching his shoulder. 'Do you know who you are?' said Second Officer Billy Flax, who had been standing there trying to take in concepts he had never before dreamed of in his philosophy. 'Of course I know,' said Venner. 'I'm John the Baptist.' 'I'll go in,' said Hollis Pierpoint, getting on his knees to peer into the vent. But everyone present could see it was impossible for a man of his size to get into the air duct. 'Baas,' whispered Julian, 'can we get back into the hole with the yellow snake? I would rather be in there than deal with these wizards.' 'Who is this guy?' said Pierpoint, eyeing Julian up and down. Venner knew there was no way anybody could know all of the Tortuga's passengers. 'He was passing by and he very kindly helped me out of the vent,' said Venner. 'I've got to go back and bring Helen and Latonia out.' 'Oh no no, we'll get them via the normal gateway, we've got the tech boys on it. If you say they're in there, they're in there,' said Flax, who was more au fait with the Holodream Suite than the Captain. 'All right then,' said Venner putting an arm around Julian's shoulder, 'we'll be going for a little drink after all this.' An ensign was putting the grille back on, positioning the clips that held it. Crouching like a toad, Pierpoint squinted into the darkness just before the grille was secured. 'No one needs to go back in there, we can handle everything from this side. The Holodream's software board has all the answers, we've got guys on it,' repeated Flax. You probably underestimate the confusion Drax may have caused when he had his hands on the keyboard, thought Venner to himself. They all went their separate ways. Venner had Julian by the arm and took him into a bar where they had glasses of lager. Then they returned to the grille.  Julian crouched down and looked through the slats. He made a hissing noise, peering intently into the dark. 'The snake, Baas, I am calling the yellow snake.' 
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  Kalat Hertig knew Kellagad all right. He had enjoyed its famous pleasure spots since well before the days of cherry-skinned Gugat in the Royal Guard. He had also found himself a secret bolt hole in Gart, a settlement hardly worth calling a town, not far away. He had kept the place going, and now it seemed to him like the ideal spot for a love nest. He knew that Mirtzi the living doll had a flirting side to her, programmed in. Of course, an android like that could be set up to do or be anything its owner required. Anything! If only he could get that silky living doll back to his pad in Gart for a long weekend!  Spurgo seemed to have only a financial interest in Mitzi. The android's specifications made 'her' unique amongst the brigands who made their base in Kellagad, and Spurgo often pointed the fact out to his companions and rivals. Mitzi was also a great asset to have on the Fish Eagle because her abilities outstripped those of the ship's computer.  Still, Hertig had the idea that no one would be allowed to take liberties with the silky mannikin. Spurgo had once or twice pulled the brigands in his ship up short on their attitude to Mitzi. She was to be given respect. The thing was, the makers of the living doll had contrived to imbue her with charms and intelligence far surpassing those of the horror stories in panties that passed for women in the crew of the Fish Eagle, and even, for that matter, the soiled doves who lurked in the Royal Guard. The software had succeeded in making Mitzi inscrutable and fascinating. For Kalat Hertig, in particular. She had really grown on him.  He was determined to have her, at least for a full afternoon in Gart. If he could get away with it under the nose of his captain and return her with no harm done, all would be well. When Spurgo left the suite he was occupying at the Royal Guard that lunchtime, Hertig put his plan into operation. He knocked at the door and Mitzi answered. 'Where is Erl?' 'He has gone to exercise and play rocket ball with some men from the crew.' 'Right. Can I come in?' 'For what purpose?' 'To wait.' Mitzi accepted this as a valid reason, and she stood aside. He entered and perched on the sofa, feeding his eyes on those womanly curves. 'Would you like a drink while you wait?' 'Ale would be fine.' 'Avrolarian?' 'Yes, that's fine.' As she poured the sparkling stuff from the decanter he stared greedily, wondering even now if he could see some mechanical flaw, something other than the elegant daintiness that had been so cunningly programmed into her. I've written some programs of my own for you, baby, he thought to himself. She sat and watched him, apparently at peace with all men and finding nothing suspicious in this visit. What we couldn't get up to back in the old digs at Gart, he thought. The great thing was that he had a friend called Kyle in that ghost town who was an ace at programming.  When Hertig had revealed to Kyle what he was planning, Kyle was aghast.  'I'd advise against it, man. Those things are strictly for the nobility and millionaires. Some of them are honey traps, do you realize that?' 'Ah, that's an old wives' tale. Chicks put that sort of thing around because these androids can put them out on the street if they're not careful, see. They can do everything a humanoid floozie will do, and more.' 'Yeah, they do say that if you get one of these high class models there's no reason why you should ever want to get into the clutches of a real woman ever again,' admitted Kyle. 'I can believe it when I look at this Mitzi,' he had replied with a dirty laugh. 'She looks at a guy so levelly, with such poise, like. She's inscrutable, see. That's the fascination.'  He laughed to himself: it was a fine thing to pledge yourself to a chunk of hardware. Recollecting his thoughts there in Spurgo's suite. he stood up with his glass of ale and went out to look out the window.  Mitzi watched. There was a pleasant half-grin on her face, and all was well with the world. Kyle had told him that with this model there was a switch behind the right ear, under the hair, where you could turn off all programming. If he could get close enough and have her collapse, he could get her away to Gart in less than forty minutes. He had timed it. So he went towards her. She cocked her head enquiringly. 'Would you like a different drink?' she said, noting that his glass was still almost full. 'Or a sandwich?' 'I would rather have you,' said Hertig. He knew of course that everything he said and every move he made would be recorded and could be relayed back to Spurgo. But once he got her into Kyle's hands his friend would clean her memory banks of anything incriminating. 'Thank you for the compliment, Kal,' she said, putting her head down modestly.  No blushes though, thought Hertig. He got closer. If he could reach around to the back of her skull, he could incapacitate her. 'Your hair looks so neat. It's arranged wonderfully well.' The compliment fell dead. 'I am able to adjust it to all the styles.' 'May I see?' he said, moving closer. Mitzi moved back and lifted the palm of her hand. 'That would be inappropriate.' 'Doesn't Erl fluff your hair up sometimes?' 'Erl is my owner,' she said, dodging the question. 'I am a friend to both of you.' 'It is not appropriate. Erl would not be pleased. You must get permission from Erl.' 'He wouldn't want to be bothered.' 'Do not make me scream for help,' said Mitzi. That would be serious. A couple of cutthroats from the Fish Eagle had their pads nearby and would probably come running. Didn't she have any software that might allow for a clandestine affair?  'Oh God, there's no need for that,' he said, hastily swallowing the rest of his ale. 'I'd better be getting along.' 'So you intended to wait for Erl, but now you have decided to try again later, is that the message I should relay to explain your visit?' 'That's right,' he said. 'I have got some literature that you may find interesting,' she said, pulling something out of a cubby hole. 'Thank you,' he said, making for the door. He glanced at it as he went through. Mitzi was standing well back, as if to pre-empt a parting hug or kiss. The booklet was a glossy catalogue showing androids and mannikins for all situations. There was a message scribbled on the cover: 'See page 14.'   So! She must have registered the hints he had been dropping over the past few weeks, because she had got this catalogue ready for him. The message was clear: he could choose his own Mitzi or Kiki or Lulu. He riffled the brochure, then turned to page fourteen. These were the 'hostess' dolls, and many of them were ravishing, easily as attractive as Mitzi. They had hefty price tags too. 'Uh, goodbye, Mitzi.' 'Goodbye,' she said, shutting the door. He heard her shoot the bolt. What a woman, he thought to himself. The grace, the style, the software. 
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  'The snake's not there, but we don't need him, Baas. We just go back the same way,' said Julian.  With Venner's help he got the grille out once more and stuck his head and shoulders into the gap. Venner bent down and began to push him through. 'You're not supposed to take those off,' said someone. Venner turned to see one of the ship's security men bearing down on them. 'Only technicians down there, please!' He was a well-built individual who always had a slight smile on his face. Except for now. 'It's my friend who came to my aid,' said Venner. 'He dropped his pipe in the vent. Just wait a second and he'll come back out.' 'No, I can't wait a second. If he's lost something, a technician will fetch it for him.' He crouched down and he and Venner watched the sole of Julian's boot disappearing into the dark. 'He'd better come out,' said the security man, crouching down to glare uselessly into the vent. The chap stood up and reached for the comm pin on his jacket. 'I hate to do this,' said Venner, bringing his right fist up smartly into the man's chin. His head snapped back and the whites of his eyes showed. A string of saliva drooped down, but the guy rebounded, throwing a punch which Venner ducked.  He gave the guy another blow in the gut, then two more to the chin. Still groggy from the first blow, the fellow collapsed into a heap. Wasting no more time, Venner slithered into the gap and squinted ahead to see in the gloom the shape of Julian wriggling like a worm. As he crawled, the burrow got smaller, but ahead of him he could see a light and occasionally the moving form of Julian. 'Nearly there, Baas,' he said. 'I am glad you made it.' 'Well, it's Helen and Latonia. I can't leave them back there.' 'Why not, Baas? They seem happy. The real world is this way. We got out of the clutches of the wizards!' Julian climbed out of the crack at the foot of the mountain and when he stepped away Venner could see the glorious sunlit hole that was the exit. After a few more feet of crawling through the dusty dark he saw Julian's grinning face right in front of him. The Hottentot reached down and helped him get his head and one arm through. 'I don't know what happened to the snake, Baas, but we didn't need him after all.' With his foot against the mountain side the Hottentot grabbed Venner's upper arms and pulled. The shock of the South African sun beating on his head made Venner dizzy and exuberant. He looked around and picked up his leather hat which was lying where he had discarded it on the way in. Feeling foolish, he and Julian shook hands and clapped each other on the back then took the road back to Hilldorp. The first thing Venner noticed was that the houses looked different. It was hard to put his finger on it. 'Julian, what is it with the houses? The old vrouw's place is gone.' 'What, Baas? The vrouw Amelia Jubilee lives there, always has,' he said, pointing to an ingenious dwelling made of mud bricks. Venner didn't recall it. It was low, but had been erected over a dug-out. A look through the doorway revealed a dim but comfortable place. The old girl was throwing wood into the stove and she waved at them as they peered through the doorway. 'Where are Helen and Latonia?' asked Venner.  'At home, I think,' said the old woman. He made his way towards the hut where the three of them had had their separate rooms, hoping that it was still there. It was, though it had the door in a different place. Venner decided not to mention this to Julian. The two girls were inside and came rushing to Venner, calling out. Helen was crying with joy. 'We thought Silvera had caught you!' said Helen. 'Silvera?' 'Bad man, Baas, Portugee,' said Julian. 'He can really shoot. You are not his favourite hunter, Baas.' 'What has he got against me?' asked Venner. 'He is helping the Kaffir King, Bausi, the one you took the cattle from.' 'I'd never have left Hilldorp if I knew all these problems would build up in my absence,' said Venner. 'Yes, whether you did it or not, they say you took cattle from the herds of King Bausi, Baas. That alone is death, but he has also been told that you were trying to get some officers of the Royal Regiment, the Bees, to turn against him.' Helen and Latonia were biting their lips. They looked ten years older since he was last in Hilldorp. The three of them got together in Venner's room, along with Julian. Latonia prepared a pot of coffee. 'What did you see in the mountain?' asked Helen. 'We came out through the other end into the corridor of the Tortuga.' Latonia almost dropped the coffee pot. 'You can get back to the ship through the mountain?' 'That's it. That's why I had to return. I couldn't just leave you two here, could I?' Helen looked at him meltingly. 'Well, I've been rocking in my chair,' said Latonia, and I've seen a few things too. You can try it if you like.' 'Ah, I had forgotten about that thing. Does it lead to a way out? If it does, we can all get around it together. You can come too, Julian.' 'Not me, Baas, thank you very much. I would like to look after you all, but I can do it best here in the real world.' 'We could ask the Vrouw Amelia's advice,' said Helen. 'Shall we ask her if she would like to have coffee with us?' said Latonia. 'If you want, I will invite her,' said Julian. He came back with the vrouw Jubilee. The old girl had a book under her arm called Moby Coppernob.  'Welcome back,' she said to Venner, hugging him to her massive chest. She sat at the table and was handed a cup of coffee and a slice of blackberry pie. 'You have been away inside the mountain to find out what you could. You could just have asked me, you know,' she added scoldingly. 'She can tell you anything, she's amazing,' said Helen. 'I could have told you from this,' she said, holding up the battered book 'May I see it?' said Venner. Moby Coppernob was a work of some 400-odd pages, printed in Durban. It was a simple tale of a ne'er-do-well, so far as Venner could see. No author's name was given, nor could Venner find a publication date. Almost pityingly he gave it back to her. Was that her fount of all wisdom? 'You don't think so much of my reading matter?' said the vrouw, laughing merrily. 'I know that this Moby is a naughty boy. A rogue, he is, a skellum. Of course, I never read the story on a Sunday. Do you think it is foolishness?' 'No, not at all. I'm sure it gives you hours of reading pleasure,' said Venner. 'Well, the tale of Moby is wonderful for me to read with the lamp when I can't get to sleep, but I also find in here things that are important to other people. Answers.' 'Why don't you just look into the coffee grounds?' said Latonia. 'That would do just as well, now that you mention it,' said the old woman. 'Get her to ask the book about what you can do, Baas, to save yourself from the assegais of the King's men.' 'It's just fortune telling though, isn't it?' said Venner. 'Of course,' said Julian. 'Fortune and fate. Isn't that the point of it all?' 'Do you put your faith in her?' 'As much as in the yellow snake.' That was enough for Venner. 'All right Amelia,' he said, 'would you please ask your book a question for me?' ' Of course, Lupo. But first get pen and ink and write your question down.' Venner scrawled it on a piece of paper: How can I escape the spear points of the King's men and the other problems I have come back to? The old woman looked at the paper and shrugged. 'All righty.' She took Moby Coppernob off the table and ruffled the pages. She handed it to Venner. 'Choose a page.' Venner ruffled the pages and chose one towards the end of the story. The old woman reached into the bosom of her capacious brown dress and brought out a pair of dice. 'Now throw the dice.' Venner threw a a six and a four. The old woman took a pencil and circled the first letter on the page. She then went on counting every tenth letter and circling it. When she had a word she got Venner to pick another page and throw the dice. In all, she went through this process six times. The vrouw had been writing completed words on the scrap of paper. At last she read it out: ' SAFE HARBOUR IN VITBURG NEVER RETURN' 'I thought so,' said Julian. 'Where's Vitburg?'  ' Two days west from here if we take the wagon, Baas. Good hunting, none of your enemies will know you are there. You won't have to worry about Silvera or the King.' 'You know the main thing that the message means though?' said the old woman. 'Pretty clear, isn't it?' said Venner. 'Stay away from Hilldorp.' 'No. The 'NEVER RETURN' part means you must give up your searches into the mountain and you, Latonia, must make no more journeys on the rocking chair.' 'We can have a quiet life and a long one, so long as we give up the world we came from?' said Latonia. 'That's it all right,' said Julian.  
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  'What about this Silvera character?' said Venner. 'He came here while you were away,' said Latonia. 'A good-looking guy, but evil. Vile,' said Helen with a shudder. 'The worst white man I know,' said Julian.  'What can he have against me?' 'Nothing personal, Baas, but he helps King Bausi because the King gives him cattle and women.' 'There have been a few signs that the program is breaking down while you were away,' whispered Latonia. 'Such as?' 'A Wells Fargo stagecoach rolled through the centre of Hilldorp.' 'Really? Did it cause any comment?' 'No, everybody went about their business. It could have been a hay wagon passing by.' 'Anything else?' asked Venner. 'Yes,' said Latonia, 'a talleyman arrived with a sack on his back, offering computer wristwatches. They must have a real time warp in the programming. Several of the Boers examined the watches, but said they were too expensive.' 'Did you look at one?' 'I did, and I bought it. But I left it on the bedside table and in the morning it was gone.'  'He also had a catalogue,' said Helen. 'I was looking through. It offered home replicators.' 'I don't know how long we're going to be stuck here, but one of those could be worth sending for. Did you keep a copy of the catalogue?' asked Venner. 'I never thought of that, I was forgetting Latonia would find it valuable in her work on the rocking chair.' 'Assuming the stuff would arrive, I might have been able to make a real jump forward,' said Latonia. 'Of course, the batteries I've got here would never be enough for a replicator, and I would then somehow have to put a massive generator together too.' 'Well, if you managed it there would be plenty of strong-armed Boers to work the handle,' said Venner. 'Where is your rocking chair?' he asked Latonia. She nodded to Helen and before he could offer to help, the two girls went into Latonia's room and brought it out. Latonia went back for the relay of wires, switches, and valves that she had put together and plugged it into a socket on the leg of the rocker. 'Try it,' she said to Venner. He got onto the thing and they all stood in a row against the far wall of the room, looking at him. 'It may flicker, but it's safe,' said Helen. 'No one's been lost on it yet,' said Latonia. Slowly Venner began to rock. The legs and struts of the chair were of thin dark wood highly polished and he was afraid his weight might be too much. But soon he was rocking away like a veteran and the room began to spin. He lifted up from the ground, and looking down he saw his friends still gazing at the spot where the chair had been. He left the air over Hilldorp, then left the atmosphere and shot into what he thought was the blackness of space, though he had no difficulty breathing and saw no stars. As he looked down he could see the Tortuga. The chair responded as he leaned over to one side or backwards or forwards. Before he knew it he was flying above and parallel to the starliner. He let himself rock backwards and down and with no sensation of a crash he penetrated the roof and found himself over a walkway leading to the bridge. He knew this part of the ship quite well. He was up towards the ceiling. Beginning to master the principles of flying, all he had to do was settle back and push the arms of the chair outwards and hold it and he would hang there motionless, getting an eyeful. Commander Billy Flax was on the bridge. Everything was going well and there was nothing there for Venner. He had more curiosity about the Holodream Suite. As soon as thinking about it he found himself gliding towards deck fourteen over the heads of numerous passengers and crew, none of whom were aware of his presence. He got to the foyer of the Holodream Suite and glided inside to find a half-dozen geeks at work in front of triple- and quadruple-screens, manipulating diagnostic programs. They appeared to be ready to tear their hair out. As Venner angled himself to get in close to overhear their talk and attempt to communicate with them, the rocker began to wobble. The wooden struts and joints began to creak and complain.  The thing lurched to one side and he was almost thrown out. Someone was twisting his right upper arm in a painful grip and the next second he was thrown down onto the hardened dirt floor of the house that he shared with Helen and Latonia.  'Hernan, don't be a fool!' shouted the old vrouw. Shaking his head and feeling nauseated, Venner could tell immediately that Hernan, whom he had never seen before, was going to make as big a fool of himself as he could. The burly voortrekker with rolled-up sleeves and a flowing moustache that eclipsed the unruly expanse of his gingerish beard, was circling around Venner. He pulled a knife and waved it, taunting the Englishman. There were shouts from a mob hovering outside: 'How long do you think you can spy on us unmolested, you dirty agents of the British Queen? Put two and two together! We are not for mocking! Get out, go to Vitburg!' 'Best play fair with the Baas, Mr Hernan!' shouted Julian. He took a walking stick from a hook on the wall and rushed at the man, cracking his right hand with the curved end of the stick. The blade dropped to the floor and Julian grabbed it. Frustrated at the loss of his weapon, the Boer threw himself onto Venner, raining blows from fists which were perhaps smaller than hams. Some aspects of the Holodream Suite would need modification once this was all over, thought Venner. They had to make it so that Hernan's fists for example were a more reasonable size. The chunky Dutchman had his green eyes concentrated on the face of Venner and it would have been suicidal to look away. Again and again the nimble brute would bounce forward with his fists up and rain down lefts and swing piledriving rights up from he floor so fast that Venner felt his ribcage bruising and his face swelling minute by minute. As all the overdeveloped software and hardware of the Holodream Suite had capabilities far beyond the wit and physical strength of any one man, Venner decided he would be an idiot to abide by worn-out concepts of fair play while he was caught in the clockwork. This became all the clearer to him when he saw that the few blows he himself was able to land were a matter of indifference to the athletic Boer. 'Julian, can you help me?' he shouted. 'I was thinking of it, Baas,' said the Hottentot. 'We do not have to treat him too decent, you know.' Julian went over to the stove and got a copper pot full of hot water. He threw the water over Hernan who shrieked and lost all interest in Venner. He bore down on Julian but the Hottentot pulled a large black revolver that gave out a resounding click as he cocked it. Bellowing something about a dirty yellow monkey, Hernan left through the back door.   Venner went to the front doorway and looked out. Standing under the shade of a spreading banyan was a group of surly Boers in high boots, broad hats and long jackets. He saw rifles and a pistol belt or two. 'Let us get out the back way, Baas,' said Julian. This excellent idea proved impossible. The vrouw, agreeing with Julian's suggestion with a broad grin, covered the distance from the stove to the back door in a second and opened the door, but there were fellows out there too. 'Come out. old vrouw,' they said. 'You will get to stink like the spies themselves.' 'Where did you go to on the rocker?' asked Latonia.  'The Tortuga,'  'I thought so. That means that anything from the Holodream Suite will be tugged along in the wake of the starliner. Physically we've never really left the ship, of course. If I can get back to the controls I may be able to work from that side to get the rest of you out.' 'Charge it up then, ' said Venner. 'We'll make sure Hernan doesn't reappear to drag you out of it.' He shook his head thinking of that nauseating experience. 'I'll need to be the one to get out of here and manipulate the control boards of the Holodream Suite,' said Latonia, 'but the chair is big enough for two at a squeeze. So if you and I can get through I'll be able to do my stuff from that end and get Helen out with no trouble whatsoever.' 'No, I can't get out and leave Helen here,' said Venner. 'Helen, you get aboard with Tonia. I'll stay and take my chances. 'I've got Julian.' Seeing that Venner was in no mood to argue, Helen agreed, though hating herself for it. 'I suppose it's better two get out than one,' she muttered, though she would have preferred that the future king had a chance. 'Even that way is chancy, Miss,' said Julian. Shots rang out and the walls of the house rang with the dull thud of lead. A bullet flew through the window and smashed a picture on the wall. 'If what I'm afraid of is really happening,' said Latonia, 'the whole game is speeding up. As all three of us are still in this scenario, the software is creating heavier doses of every experience in order to give satisfaction. And as Drax, or whoever, has wiped the safety controls, some of them are getting too tasty for comfort.' So Latonia sat in the chair while Helen climbed on. Helen put part of her weight on the other girl's lap and part on the arm of the chair. As the others watched, the rocking became pendulum-like. Helen seemed to be getting dizzy from this mechanical rhythm, and she stared around the room as if ready to leap off again as Latonia adjusted a dial on the arm of the chair.  'Good luck, girls!' said Venner as, with a last tremor, the rocking chair and its passengers disappeared from view. Bullets were still flying and from the shouts and curses there were more Boers gathering outside. 'Amelia, you must leave. They won't harm you,' said Venner. The old vrouw nodded sadly. She went to the doorpost, raised her hand to her lips, and blew him a kiss before going. Venner peered out behind a curtain and watched her walk through the throng of armed men and women unharmed. 'They look at me and they see you, Baas, so don't ask me to go out there,' said Julian. Venner picked up a pistol from the dresser beside the kitchen stove, the brother of the one that Julian had waved at Hernan earlier.  'The best chance is out the back way, as you suggested earlier, old lad,' he said, annoyed at his trembling voice. 'Yes, my Baasi. But wait one second.' The Hottentot opened opened a door low down on a massive cupboard and produced a cardboard box. Out came a pile of all kinds of fireworks: Mount Etnas, Cannons, Catherine Wheels, Devil Rockets, and so on. Julian grabbed a box of matches from the table and gestured to Venner. The two of them crouched under the open window and lit a number of fireworks. 'We'll throw them all out at those skellums in the front as a diversion then get out through the back door,' said the Hottentot. This they did, and as they exited through the back there were only three men idly standing there, talking to each other rather than watching for the 'English agents' to come out.  The two fugitives did not need to fire their pistols, but when one man threw a curse at them Julian swiped at him with his gun barrel. He went down with a shriek. 
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  In the workrooms on deck fourteen Captain Cutter was conferring with the main tech guy. He was an almost two-dimensionally thin, purple figure from the planet Tranak. He was a schitzthinker and pleasant and eager to talk despite his enormous, mindsplitting workload. He kept his emotions down by having the classical music of Bethoven, Kropax, and Brahms broadcast through headphones all day long. 'I have come up with a plan,' said the Tranakian, 'but it has some dangerous aspects.  'Let's hear it,' said Hollis Pierpoint, whose security rating allowed him onto any area of the ship at any time. Cutter was glad to have him there, because he had found that whenever there was trouble, Pierpoint was always ready to explain any specialist aspects of the business to him without condescension and in terms that were easy to understand. 'The main thing is,' said the Tranakian, 'we want to send a Visitor in.' 'I don't know, we've got three people in there already, and we don't want to risk a fourth,' said Cutter. 'Of course, Captain. But the person will, as I say, go in as a Visitor, and we will be careful to write this new person in in such a way that he or she will not be taken by the Holodream Suite for an Outline, because Outlines as you know can be erased.' 'Oh well, ' said Pierpoint,' if you know what you're doing I can get ready. What sort of a scenario can I expect in there and what do you want me to do?' 'We know that the commands 'computer' and 'arch' do not work. We have some alternative commands, which I have here on a piece of paper. In this way it may be possible to get all four of our people out together.' 'I'm game,' said Pierpoint. 'I'll take the paper.' The Tranakian handed it to him. 'I'd like a copy for records,' said the Captain. ''Fine,' said the geek, handing him one. 'All right, Mr Pierpoint,' said the Tranakian at his terminal, 'we'll just write you in.' Pierpoint took out his .45 automatic from his shoulder holster. 'I suppose I can't take this, though the bullets are hull-safe?' 'I'm afraid not,' said the Tranakian.  He smiled. 'The main thing is that piece of paper.' 'What's the scene they're in at the moment?' asked the Captain, 'We believe they have just moved to a Roman setting. Ancient Rome in Italy on earth around the time of Christ's birth.' 'I've always wanted to visit classical Rome,' said Captain Cutter. 'Same here,' said Billy Flax. 'You'll be going in on a transfer,' the Tranakian said to Pierpoint, 'That's a specification usually reserved for technicians. I've been in on a few. As I say, you'll be going into a Roman setting, because that's where we think they are. At least, a Roman amphitheatre was activated recently. Unlike our poor friends in there already, you will not be in any danger. At least that's our theory. Unlike them, you see, you will not be read as disposable. 'Great to pick up a bit of culture while you're in there,' said Billy Flax. 'Absolutely,' said the Tranakian. 'You can learn an awful amount about the history of Earth. This is the educational breakthrough of our time, it's not just mindless fun.' 'So long as you don't have to pay the price and get eaten by a lion, what?' said Pierpoint with a laugh. 'We are ready for you now,' said the Tranakian. He stood Pierpoint, minus his hardware, close to two posts that were rigged to communicate with the Go-Through screen that had swallowed Venner and the others. 'Are you ready?' said the geek. 'Just one second,' said Cutter. He asked Pierpoint to move aside. 'Hold it,' said the Tranakian. But whether Cutter intended it or not, the moment had gone and the Captain disappeared, leaving Pierpoint standing there. 'My God, will he know what to do?' said Pierpoint. 'He should never have left his post. We may have lost the captain here.' 'There is the chance that he will be able to exit through the original way they went in,' said the Tranakian, and they all went out and into the Holodream Suite, to the corridor where the original Go-Through screen was. Though they stood waiting for some time, there was nothing,  However, as they returned to the technicians' office, there stood Cutter. 'I saw them.' he said. 'In ancient Rome. Well, I saw Venner and managed to wave to him. He called out to me. But there was no time for this,' he waved the piece of paper with the new commands.'How long was I away?' 'About ten minutes,' said Pierpoint after checking his watch. 'God, I thought I was in there for some while.'  'Captain, what you did could have caused a lot of problems,' said Pierpoint.  'It was an accident, I didn't mean to intrude on you,' said Cutter. No one believed this, but they remained silent. 'Ah well, I always wanted to see Rome, and now I've had a glimpse. If I'd ended up stuck in there it wouldn't have been a big deal. Commander Flax is here, my First Officer. You could have had it all in hand, eh, Billy?' 'Of course, sir,' said Flax, with a worried air. 
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  'The Galerian higher-ups feel that I let them down on the Tortuga,' Drax told Erloch Spurgo.  Spurgo had just breakfasted and moved to his daybed. It had been angled so as to give a good view out of the picture window in the suite the cocky captain of brigands rented at the Royal Guard. 'How unreasonable,' said the pirate, motioning to Drax to help himself from a carafe of Veloran red. 'As you already know, the jackrabbit we were hunting got away. I was there, so it's my fault. Even though I fully believe I have thrown that jackrabbit into a bramble bush that will speedily prove the end of him. So they're bringing in one of the nobles, Prince Barratat Galerian no less, who expects to make another agreement so the job, with your help, can get done.' 'They want to renegotiate with me?' 'That's right. At any rate, they want me to bring him to you. Will you receive him?' Spurgo shrugged. 'I'll talk to anyone, by Gar. Then I must weigh the proposition up for myself, right?' 'Of course. Prince Barratat, as you probably know, is the nephew of King Lartis. He's regarded as the real heir of the Galerian dynasty. Have you seen the guy? He's something, that man. Like a throwback to the Galerians of the days of empire, they say, when they took over the domain of the Ralladars.' Drax instinctively looked around him, as if about to say something he did not wish the king's spies to overhear. 'Barratat's father, who is no more of a warrior than our King himself, is the King's brother.' The following morning Drax went to a rarely used airfield outside Kellagad to wait for the Prince. He would be travelling from Pellax in a Cosmic Bluebird, a cut-price space bus designed to carry thirty or forty travellers. Migrant workers favoured the Bluebirds. Naturally, the idea was that, using this mode of travel, Barratat would not be drawing any attention to himself. When the ship landed, however, nobody would have taken the first man who descended the ramp for a fruit picker. Prince Barratat Galerian was over medium height and stocky. Even standing still, he swaggered. He had black hair and slate-coloured moustaches like a pair of sickles which gave him a mournful look. Seeing Drax, the Prince showed his long teeth in a grin, sticking his arm in the air. 'Drax Deerfield!' Looking more closely at two shabbily dressed workers behind the Prince who were carrying travelling bags on their shoulders, Drax recognised a couple of security heavies who were favoured retainers of the Galerians. One nodded to him. Obviously, they were glad to land anywhere after two days travelling in a ship that had few facilities. The Prince stuck out his hand for Drax's. 'Those two guys? Ah yes, they made me bring some buddies so I had someone to talk to.'  Drax was pleasantly taken aback by the friendly responses of the Prince but then again, they had got to know each other fairly well back on Pellax before Drax set out on his mission. The Prince had even, during one palace luncheon, looked kindly upon Drax's sister. Of course, Barratat's mood could switch in an instant. The four of them got into a modest flyer Drax had picked up in town.  'I can take you straight to the Royal Guard where our good friend Erl Spurgo hangs out,' said Drax 'and you can be on your way back to Caram in an hour. Otherwise, you can come to my pad to relax and freshen up, like, before I take you to see Erl. I mean, you can have the rest of today to yourselves and I'll arrange it for tomorrow if you wish.' 'Yeah, yeah,' said Barratat, 'make it a nice lax schedule. Don't arrange anything yet. We'll call him tomorrow. He doesn't need to know we're here yet. I trust Spurgo, but we don't want him to put himself out too much making preparations for our chat.' The two security guys grinned complacently. 'What we would like though, eh fellows, is some female company tonight in one of those Kellagad dens of iniquity.' Drax had been planning to let the Prince have his bed while he threw some sleeping silks on the floor. The two heavies, Russ and Tyler, seemed reconciled to the carpet of the apartment. Rosalind had by this time tired of Drax and left and there was plenty of room. Drax opened some wine bottles and they took to the armchairs. 'It all turned out rather a mess, that affair on the Tortuga,' said Barratat. 'Amongst all the turmoil we were hoping of course that you could do your stuff and uh, eliminate our little problem so it could never be traced to us but maybe to those Jyconan idiots instead. Any connection to us could have been lost in the shuffle.' 'Instead, we can class that as one up to the Patriotic Resurgence of Pellax.' sneered Russ. 'Yeah, the shit-heads,' said Tyler. 'What's this about the Patriotic Resurgence?' said Drax. 'I've heard rumours, of course.' 'Oh yeah, I don't think they were letting too much of that out when you were given your commission, like, by the Palace. The Patriotic Resurgence of Pellax? It exists. I hope they don't know about you. The way it looks to me, we sent you out after Venner and all you knew was his name, is that right?' 'Just about.' 'Our boys can't have been taking it very seriously, then.' 'They did say there was some connection with the, uh, old family.' 'What, the Ralladars?' 'Yeah, and the Kleissenbergs are tied in as well, I believe. That's all they told me. This Venner character was after the throne and the reins of power, like, and of course I don't want anything other than to see them stay in the hands of, you know, YOUR family,' The nobleman came up to Drax, His eyes were steely and his hand tightened on Drax's shoulder. Tightened so much that a tear came to Drax's eye. 'We know about the Ralladar mob, eh, boys?' he said. 'Yeah, the shit-heels,' said Tyler. 'What's more,' Barratat went on, 'we know our friends, yes?' 'Too true we do, like the guy we're going out to drink with tonight.' The tear was trembling on the brink of Drax's eyelid when the pressure eased off. 'I'm not like the rest of them back at the Palace,' Barratat whispered in his ear. 'We all know the ones who will never soil their hands, man, they're the real killers, and the real grudge-holders. They don't like failure. They don't care what injuries you might sustain in the course of working for them, because they were never wounded themselves. But don't worry, Drax. From now on you're with me.' He gave Drax a slobbery, sexless kiss such as was known in the corridors of power in Caram on their own fair, fertile Pellax. 'Tell you what, men,' said Drax, 'if you want to go out later, I can take you to the Blue Bear. That's a cool dive where they play plenty of Earth songs, if you're into that kind of thing.' 'Earth songs?' said Tyler, 'that stuff went out years ago, man.' 'Don't take any notice of him, Drax,' said Barratat. 'Everybody loves the songs of Earth. Except the ignorant. What do you say, Russ?' 'I like 'em, I always listen to Johnny Mathis at home, man. The classics!' 'Well, that's a date then. Until then just rest up here. We can send out for food if you like.' 'I'll be glad to take a good snooze in a proper bed tonight,' said the Prince, 'but I'm not sure where yet. It's kind of you to offer me your bed, but it could be that my luck's in. For now I'll take a little walk around and get a bite after being cooped up on that Bluebird. I've got a call to make,' he added with a wink. Russ let out a whistle and Tyler went up to the Prince and beat the stocky aristocrat on the shoulder. 
Barratat laughed and gave Tyler a playful punch in the gut.
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 While Barratat and Tyler went out to stretch their legs, Russ and Drax were happy to lounge in their armchairs and sink a few glasses of wine. They sent out for food at lunch time, then began to watch ancient movies from all over the galaxy on the wall screen. 'One thing,' Russ said to Drax, 'Could you line a chick up for me tonight at this place, what is it, the Blue Bear?' 'Blue Bear, yes. But I mean, I'm not a pimp, Russ. I'll see what I can do though, I've got some phone numbers. You like humanoids, I take it? And what, blondes?' 'Anything humanoid, but a bit on the heavy side. Blondes are great, yeah, of course. But don't worry about the Prince, I think he'll be sorting something out for himself.' 'Oh yeah?' 'Yeah, I know where he's heading for. He'll soon dump Tyler, probably at an eating place.' 'Where will he go?' 'Well, Barratat was in Kellagad a couple of years back with a divorced Countess from hereabouts and it's my guess that he'll be seeing her tonight. He'll probably bring her to the Blue Bear. I've met her, man, and she's as attractive as any of those actresses we've been watching this afternoon.' Russ was right about Tyler. Barratat had soon left him in the lurch. The bell to the apartment tolled and there stood the Pellacian hard case. 'Did he go on to see the Countess Palodia at her castle, or wherever she hangs out?' said Russ. 'Yeah, I believe that's where he went.' 'And left you outside a restaurant?' 'Well he suggested that, yeah,' said Tyler. Russ laughed. 'What did I tell you! He's played it like that before!'  Drax nodded. 'I know a couple of girls in town, and we can meet them at the Blue Bear,' said Drax. 'I'm getting one lined up,' said Russ with a grin. 'Oh yeah?' said Tyler. 'What do you like, Tyler?' asked Drax. 'Brunette humanoids?' 'What do you mean?' said Tyler. 'You want to set a girl up for me? Don't bother yourself, man. Hey, it's a free market and I get my own chicks. I always have!' 'Sorry,' said Drax reddening. He had not wanted this pimp role in the first place. Still, Russ lucked out with the blind date Drax found for him. She, the Prince and Countess Palodia were waiting for them beside the steps that led up to the Blue Bear, plus another 'escort' for Drax, a humanoid redhead. First of all, the Prince introduced his partner as 'Palodia'. Then it was Drax's turn. 'Russ, this is Kasima,' said Drax. Kasima was curvy and blonde. She approached Russ showing something close to awe. Russ clearly expected this. She bent the knee and took his hand and lifted it to her brow. This was a custom that was common in the town she came from. She continued observing it in her duties as a professional girl, as it was always considered charming. The other girl sent by the agency, the redhead Drax would be paired with, was called Lalette and she was as well-endowed as Kasima. 'May I?' she said, taking Drax's hand and bowing low as she applied it to her forehead. Whether that was the custom where she came from too, or if she was just following Kasima's lead, Drax did not know. The Countess Palodia was a brunette with a pale, almost waxy-looking complexion. She was wearing a costly dress of light blue which fitted her from ankle to shoulder. It still showed off her shape, while a handful of artful slashes in the glossy material gave glimpses of silky skin when she moved. They went up the steps made from black marble inlaid with gold and silver designs.  At the top of the stairs was a doorman who as they came up immediately addressed Barratat. Though the Prince was dressed like the others, he seemed to him to be in charge.  'Up, sir, or down?' 'Down, my man. Decidedly down!' said Barratat, and the fellow led them in. The Blue Bear had two floors. The upper saloon was light and airy and favoured mainly by light diners, business people and family parties.  The lower area was dark and sultry. Now and again a gust of air would bring traces of tantalising spices and scents. Soft, heartbreaking music played in the background. It was all candle-lit. There were cosy-corners where a couple or a triple could go for privacy. By the same token, you were free to move from the lower level to the upper, with its light and air and wholesome food, if you wished. People could also come from the upper section down to 'the pits' if they wished.  'I see,' said Drax when a waiter explained this to him. 'The Blue Bear prides itself on being an equal opportunities sinkhole, does it?' The Blue Bear was a place where the space port Kellagad's population was shown in all its diversity. Down in the gloom there were folk with two heads, some with a transparent head, or a fist-sized head, or five legs. There was a humanoid worm couple who had had screens brought for extra privacy. There were also one or two androids in there, expensive dolls programmed to drink and get 'drunk' with their infatuated owners. The owners were 'greenies', so defined by being so green as to wish to believe their dolls were alive. (Some were so infatuated that they had made arrangements to be buried or cremated alongside their property.) Lalette the redhead whose skin was as pale and glimmering as the Countess's, was ready to cater to Drax's every whim, but really and truly he had none except the whim to leave. He had to be careful, however, and pander to the ever-changeable moods of Prince Barratat. At the moment all was well, but if Drax tried to leave, or seemed not to be enjoying himself, things could change. 
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  It was getting dark, and Venner said he could wish for a moon to help them through the underbrush as they plunged away from the armed Boers surrounding the flimsy house. 'Never mind, Baas,' said Julian, running a little way in front, 'the veldt is clear and flat furhter on, with no ant hills. Though it seems as if we have got navy-blue sacks over our heads we just have to keep on and trust our luck.' There was not only no moon, but no stars. 'Have a care, Baas!' shouted Julian. 'I'm falling!!!' Venner also began to tumble, with leaves and grass parting in front of him, and he knew he was dropping into some great hole prepared by Kaffirs to catch a boar or an antelope.  Down he fell, hoping there was no sharpened spike positioned at the bottom, but when he hit the ground there was nothing there but more darkness. His head was whirling in confusion and fear, and he fainted. Then out of the black there came a movement and a brightness and he awoke to find himself standing alongside Julian. They were wearing tunics, thin robes, and sandals, standing in a queue of similarly-dressed folk. It was a courtyard with plastered walls. Twenty or thirty people stood patiently waiting to be received at the doorway where a man in a grey smock and sandals (most of those present were wearing sandals or soft leather boots), gave out a handful of coins to each. 'My friend, where are we?' Venner asked a fellow in front of him, an individual with a gold and back border to his tunic. 'You're confused already, are you? How many doors have you called at today, friend? Where are we now? Nowhere but the door of a magistrate who is one of the most generous gentlemen in the whole city.' 'A magistrate?' 'Yes, Carbo Cato, newly elected Praetor of Rome. Shut your mouth and stick your hand out. It's your right. How else will you live? Accept his dole with gratitude.' 'We got a right to carry a begging bowl, Baas,' said Julian. As they got closer to the head of the queue there was a bugle call and a group of soldiers holding spears, and with shields on their shoulders, marched into the courtyard. The clients of Carbo Cato scattered, pushing towards the walls. Some, smelling danger, simply left. The officer in charge, who had a blue plume on his helmet, stood his men in line then went into the house. The soldiers had turned to face the assembly, staring stonily ahead. A murmuring went up: 'Lord Cato!' 'Beloved friend of the divine Caesar!' 'Our protector!' The officer had reappeared in the doorway and with him, in a white toga with a narrow purple band at the edge, stood the Captain of the Tortuga, Edward Cutter.  'Captain!' shouted Venner. Cutter, or Cato, waved in answer to Venner's shout, just as he had acknowledged the compliments of his other clients. Then he stood back and the officer stepped forward. 'Enemies of the state are known to have entered Rome today to co-ordinate an attack on our beloved Emperor,' said the officer. 'All you clients of Carbo Cato will give an account of yourselves to the secretary.' A man came out with a folding wooden chair and a desk on three legs which he set up close to the doorway. He sat at the desk and pulled pens and wax tablets from a bag on his shoulder. Some of the clients confidently advanced to the desk and spoke up for themselves. Venner watched closely. Many, after getting the approval of the clerk, went their way, pausing only to get their dole money from Cato's steward. Others, whose references were unsatisfactory, went to stand in a line between the soldiers. 'I can't give any account of myself, can you?' Venner said to Julian. 'I don't think they want to hear about my gin and whiskey debts in Hilldorp, Baas, which is the only account I've had.' 'What will happen to the people standing between the soldiers?' Venner asked the man in front. 'They will be detained. If they can't satisfy the judges they will go to the Games or to the mines.' 'I would prefer the athletics and football,' said Julian.  
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  Countess Palodia could have been competing with the other girls in the Blue Bear that night to see who was more provocative. She was a Kellagad noblewoman born and bred and the upper classes of the area had no shame when it came to things of the flesh. Her attentions to Prince Barratat were received with complacency. Drax imagined that a little while before they set out for the bar, the sultry Countess must have enjoyed a reunion and a half with the burly Galerian. The Prince, being in an easy-going mood now, started to sing an old Pellacian tune from his university days back in the city of Caram. Naturally, being loyal Pellacians, though not from the same alma mater, Russ and Tyler joined in also. An older man upstairs stuck his head over the rail. He cheered and began to sing as well, waving his arm in rhythm. The singers down below could see him better than he could make out who was raising that hearty chorus down in the vaults.  A younger man in a black and cream jacket joined the old fellow at his table at the edge of the floor. He appeared to be just as merry as the old boy, and he joined in the singing with a pleasant baritone. Russ grabbed Barratat's arm. The Prince stopped singing, his mouth hung open like that of a fish querying a bait. Abruptly, he turned to his henchman. Russ, you'd better have a good reason for this interruption, thought Drax. 'My Prince, that old bastard is in the colours of the Ralladars.' Barratat squinted at the white-haired fellow above who was still singing lustily. He was wearing a suit which partook of the three colours: dark red, black, and cream.  'Yes, he's in the disloyal bastards' colours, and so is that younger swine, but what of it? He's not setting himself up in defiance of me, is he? I mean, if he is we'll have to deal with him. On the other hand it could just be a coincidence he's decked out like that.' 'Could it? Why is he belting out Pellacian songs so lustily and waving his hand about? Isn't it to draw the attention of the whole place to his impudence?' There was a community of Ralladar supporters in Kellagad, of course, just as there were Jyconan patriots as well as Pluronians, and espousers of the glories of Erobar, Tranak, or Hedar.  The younger man upstairs was now leaning on the rail and satirically smiling at the party below. His folded arms served to emphasise his contemptuous attitude.  'That young sprig for one is going to give an account of himself tonight, anyway, I'll say that, and I don't care about his colours' said Barratat. The Prince put his hand on the six-shot plasma blaster in his belt and started to make for the stairs. Russ let go of the silky hand of his partner and followed Tyler, who in turn was on the heels of Prince Barratat Galerian. 'You would think he could concentrate on me for one solitary night!' said the Countess. Before this, Drax had thought to himself that the signs were that Palodia and Barratat might be the most compatible partners in the annals of high-flown romance. 'Can't you let it go, you idiot?' she shouted at Barratat, who ignored her. Drax sat tight. There had seemed to him to be something false about the old fellow's singsong. Plus, the young fellow had a watchful air.  Were there others up there waiting to see the outcome of some deadly pantomime?  Drax had a pistol but he would have preferred not to get involved in a political scuffle. On the other hand, to hold back and not help Barratat could prove a bad choice also. Having no real sympathy for the cause of the Galerians, Drax would have loved to drop everything and get out of the place. But the Galerians had many agents and plenty of resources and the memory of the death cell was on him. He could easily end up there again.  Barratat was way up on the top floor, getting onto the case of the younger man. The white-haired Pellacian patriot stood back, dumbfounded. Security staff appeared. True to form, they didn't care much who was right or who was wrong. They pushed bystanders out of the way but were wary about Barratat and the other two. The young fellow in the black and cream was in a fighting stance. Russ and Tyler were close behind their Prince. They knew better than to intrude while he made his play. The truth was that Barratat was a liability. It was a wonder the Galerians allowed him beyond the bounds of Caram, let alone Pellax. At that moment Drax, who was not a political animal by any means, felt a vague stirring in his blood.  If Pellax could be free of the Galerians!   Barratat and the young man started going at it, and that was enough for the security men. The eight or ten of them pitched in and separated the fighters. Russ and Tyler drew aside, watching for a chance to help Barratat. The enforcers made the two fighters separate and shake hands. The Prince and the other two returned to their table in the vaults. Barratat sat down beside the Countess, and Russ once again took the hand of his paramour.  Drax, now that the whole thing had proved just a silly piece of bravado, found his fancy was taken by the girl he had been paired up with. She had that milk-fed look and air of modesty that he liked. As for Tyler, through Drax had seen him casting about and occasionally smacking his lips and grunting to himself at the sight of this beauty or that, he failed to pull. Drax decided not draw this sorry fact to the hard case's notice. 'We'd better get out,' said Barratat to the Countess and the others. Drax had been keeping his shooter beside him on the bench, and as he pocketed the piece, he noticed that the Prince nodded to himself approvingly, as if confident that Drax had been ready to do his part if called on. A signal passed between Barratat and his two heavies, and with the Countess in tow they made for the stairway leading to the upper floor. The Prince then collared a doorman and told him to hail them an air taxi. Drax gave each of the two floozies at their table a bundle of credits then began walking back to his lodging. As Russ said goodnight to his girl, Drax also had decided against prolonging the night with his escort. They had their numbers, and could follow up the next day.  Russ and Tyler returned to the apartment soon after he got back. 'We'll get our hands on that young bastard as well, one of these days,' Tyler said. 'What's that? said Drax. 'That confounded troublemaker grinning like a hyaenodon. The Prince would have got him but the flunkeys separated them, didn't they. We waited in the lobby and got his old dad or whoever he was, but the young 'un must have found himself a side door.' 'The old white-haired guy from Pellax?' 'Yeah. He won't be singin' no national anthems any more,' laughed Russ. 'He didn't even gurgle when we threw him in the river.' 'He was harmless though, wasn't he?' 'He could have been,' said Russ, 'he might have just been wearin' the wrong colours and singin' the wrong tune.' He belched. 'But the Prince said settle him, and we did.' Russ stared at Drax and Drax ran his finger around inside the neck of his shirt. 'Well, at least it's cleared that up,' he said. It would have been better to dispense with you and Tyler and keep the old patriot, he thought to himself. In fact we could do without Prince Barratat and the whole rotten mob of Galerians.  
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  Barratat got Drax out of bed at dawn the next day. A flyer had brought him from the Countess's lodge into Kellagad, and the Prince had then let himself in with the key Drax provided. 'Take me to Captain Spurgo,' he commanded in a whisper. 'Of course, my Prince,' muttered Drax. He threw some clothes on, then they passed through the lounge area on tiptoes. 'I see no point in waking these boys,' said Barratat, indicating the two large forms wrapped in their silks on the carpeted floor. 'You and I can handle it,' he added with a wink, 'and Spurgo won't know we're coming.' At the thought of Spurgo, the Prince touched the handle of his plasma-blasting revolver. The street-cleaning robots of the Borough of Kellagad were out and going full-tilt, and the workers plodded along, in good time for the first shift. 'We'll walk,' said Barratat. 'Lead me there by the shortest route.' As they approached the glass doors of the Royal Guard the doorman nodded to them briefly. Here's one guy who doesn't see Barratat as a blue blood, anyway, thought Drax to himself triumphantly as they entered the foyer. He bowed as low to me as he did to the Prince. It seemed as if Barratat's habit of posing as a nobody was at times insultingly convincing. The Prince grinned broadly. 'My ploy works. A low profile visit gets the goods.' There was a crack, and a showcase holding photographs and holograms of famous visitors dissolved in the air and then sprayed across the tiled walkway of the foyer in crystals. The Prince and Drax dropped to the floor. An alarm was shrilling. Barratat's confident half-smile, so well-known from his portraits, was replaced now by a look of utter annoyance. 'They got up earlier than I did after all,' he said. 'Who do you mean, sir?' 'The upstarts, man! The bloody Ralladars!' Barratat rolled into a corner and began talking to a comm badge on his collar. After a brief wait he began to gabble: 'There is nothing you can do about this now. All right, maybe it wouldn't have happened if I hadn't left you two babies to your rest. But you might as well get here now. Yes! Spurgo's suite at the Royal Guard! What did you think, the old folks' home?' The Pellacian peer wriggled across the floor to squint out of the shattered window frame. Whoever was out there had probably gone. The double crash of the window and the cabinet had set off alarms outside and inside and armed police were walking around the building. 'Are you gentlemen unharmed?' It was the doorman, equipped with a laser-sighted rifle. 'We're fine,' said Barratat. 'Glad to see you drew your shooter, too,' he told Drax.  They got the lift to Spurgo's suite. The pirate's door was opened by the living doll. She motioned them in with a curtsey. Spurgo came out of the bedroom, putting a dressing gown over his pyjamas. He crossed the room to look out of the window. 'I was just getting up, anyway. They'll turn those alarms off in a minute.' Drax noticed that Mitzi the living doll was preparing eggs and bacon. There was smell of coffee. 'We'll all have some joe,' said Spurgo. 'Take a seat, the pair of you. Would you like eggs as well?' 'No thank you,' said the Prince. 'There's a fair number of bluebottles crawling down there, by Gar. Nothing to do with you, hey?' 'Yes, it was. Someone took a shot,' said Barratat. 'Really? You both all right?' said Spurgo. 'Mitzi here is trained in paramedicine.' 'We can restore ourselves best with this,' said Barratat. He had gone to the kitchen and was lifting a steaming mug of coffee. 'We want to make another attempt on the Tortuga,' said Barratat without any preamble. 'And you need me?' 'Of course, of course,' said Barratat. Drax detected from the Prince's supposedly joky tone that Spurgo was by no means indispensable in this matter so far as he was concerned. 'We've still got sleepers on the starliner,' said Barratat, 'and they believe the tech guys are about ready to bring Venner out of the playroom. In other words, your work on the software will have failed us, as we thought,' he added, glaring at Drax. The Prince's face at that moment was contorted with rage. 'So, what were you thinking, Drax?' said Spurgo smoothly. He was obviously more in sympathy with Deerfield. 'I mean, you have to get full credit for throwing the chap in there, fair enough. You were using your initiative. A couple of women went in too, what? But wasn't it all a bit chancy and hope-for-the-best?' 'It was the best I could do at the time, that's all' 'What sort of alterations did you make to the software once they were in there?' asked Spurgo. Barratat's face showed he had no interest in any excuses. 'First thing was to take off the safety parameters. Hologram suites are made so as to cut out before any human player is in danger. But I got around it by changing Venner's profile to "Outline". An Outline is what we call the human holograms that players interact with. They can be extremely complicated.' 'All right, all right,' said the Prince. 'A knife blade is pretty straightforward, though. You could have stabbed him and it would have been better. Did you have your pistol, by the way?' 'No, my Prince,' This was a lie. It simply had not occurred to Drax to blast Venner. Also, he had been told to observe as much discretion as possible. It was best to say as little about this to Barratat as he could when the Prince was in his present state. 'One thing about Outlines is that, unlike players, they can be deleted,' said Drax. 'And the computer thinks Venner is an Outline?' said Barratat. 'Yes, sir. I told it to ignore Venner's thumb implant. I also compromised the record logs. No one in that Holodream suite should be able to get out.' 'Sounds like his number is up, so you probably won't need me,' said Spurgo. 'Plus the fact, I have nothing personal against Venner.' Turned away from the Prince, Spurgo winked at Drax. 'All right,' said Barratat. 'Forgetting this Ralladar troublemaker, there are other problems you can help us with. If we put you on some sort of a retainer.' 'No, no, I really don't think I can take your money,' said Spurgo to the Prince. Barratat bridled at this remark, as if he had some claim on the cocky little brigand. There was a knock at the door and Mitzi went over to let in Russ and Tyler. They hailed their prince, ignoring the others in the room, then they stood to one side, watching their master's face like a pair of hunting hounds. 
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  Venner and Julian had taken over one corner of the cell in the bowels of the amphitheatre. A handful of others from Cato's courtyard were present too. They had latched onto the two 'unusual people'.  Some of the prisoners had whispered that these enigmatic characters were gods who could save anyone they chose. 'They will turn the tigers away at the last minute and burst open the gates of the arena,' said an old woman who had been condemned for creating secret horoscopes for members of Caesar's family. In another corner of the cell were a half-dozen Christians. They prayed and sang hymns, seemingly reconciled to their fate. The following day all the cell's inhabitants would be sent into the arena to face lions, tigers, or bears, or maybe armed criminals and prisoners of war. One of the men from Cato's yard, who had been a soldier, told the guards he would willingly fight any barbarian who had taken up arms against Rome. They gave him a heavy wooden sword and shield with which he began rehearsing his cut and thrust. A steel sword had been promised for his contest with a Gaul the next day. 'Why don't you ask for a sword, Baas? You may be able to do something with it against the soldiers.' 'I would if I had any knowledge of the art of fencing,' said Venner, 'but they didn't touch on that in my army training. I do know a little unarmed combat stuff though.' Julian kept his voice down as he beckoned Venner closer. 'Baas, tonight when they are all asleep, at least the ones who can sleep, a helper may arrive.' From his pocket he pulled a large oak leaf with something wrapped in it. 'I put aside some of the barley porridge that they gave us, for the yellow snake. I mixed it with a little of the wine. I will put this on the floor here.' 'The yellow snake! You're sure it will be able to get into the city of Rome?' 'My snake is clever Baas, and wherever I go, he follows. He can find a crack in any building. Or perhaps it will be a cousin of my snake who arrives, Baas, one who looks just like him. Maybe the snake back in Hilldorp sent him a message to come and help us.' They got into their blankets and that night passed in restlessness and discomfort, and there was no visit from the snake. Venner heard the talk of the other prisoners, and occasionally noises from beyond the walls of the amphitheatre, and louder than these were the growls of the animals which were quartered near the cells. Venner was about to give up all thought of sleep when suddenly his shoulder was shaken and he was wide awake. Feeble daylight was coming in through the bars. 'There was an earthquake last night, Baas, and fires broke out in the city,' said Julian. The news had filtered into the cell via slaves employed within the amphitheatre. The Christians seemed to know what was going on. 'Last night we saw the goddesses Juno and Venus flying over us in a chariot,' said a fellow whose eyes appeared to be starting from their sockets.  Julian took Venner aside. 'It was the two missies, Helen and Tonia, on the chair, Baas. I saw them myself. They lit the sky up, flying over the sand. They came close enough to look in through the bars here.' Venner sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. Was that good news or bad? It looked as if the Holodream Suite with all its programs was disintegrating. It would take them all with it, holographic figures and humans alike. 'Yes, there was an earthquake, brother, and the very stones of this Satanic building were cracking and rumbling,' said a venerable Christian fogey. 'There were fires in the Subura district. Many people were burned to death in the tenement blocks,' added a woman. Whatever happened though, nothing was going to stop the Games. There were gladiators that morning. The first few fights were warm-ups: exhibitions of fencing, between professionals, not desperate contests for life itself. Even so, through the bars they saw plenty of blood flowing. In the interests of pleasing the crowd, which was still far from filling the stands, men lost eyes, arms, legs and so on.  Early in the afternoon, the man in Venner's cell who had been promised real weapons was given a sharp sword, a leather outfit, and a wooden shield. The amphitheatre was now full almost to capacity. This was the first serious bout of the day: to the death. Saluting his fellow prisoners, Felix went out to do battle with a tough-looking Gaul. The prisoners, including Venner and Julian, shouted encouragement to the underdog, but after putting up a brave defence, Felix fell under the onslaught of the younger and stronger man who was, like himself, an ex-soldier and the veteran of many wars. The inhabitants of the cell took this badly: it seemed like an omen. None of them had any more to hope for than that gallant Felix who, since his army days, had spent many years at the honest trade of baking. 'It's a pity your snake didn't arrive,' Venner said to Julian. 'He came after all, Baas: he took the barley porridge, look.' 'Are you sure it wasn't a rat that got it?' 'There are no rats here, Baas. The big animals scare them away. I must have been asleep when the yellow snake had his porridge.' The end of the contests between prisoners of war, criminals, and the lower class of gladiators, was announced with a fanfare of trumpets, and then it was the turn of the top gladiators to salute the crowd and the Master of the Games (Caesar not being present). These fighters were provided with the best weapons and armour. They paraded round the ring and wallowed in the sound of their shrieking fans, particularly the shrill-voiced young girls. The prisoners in Venner's cell, except the Christians, crowded to the window bars to watch these stars of Rome: Balbo, Agonax, Perfidion, Caepio, etc. They were hoping to be taken out of themselves for a few moments, but at the same time they were getting ever closer to the sharpness of steel and the bitterness of inevitable death. The afternoon was a long and ghastly celebration of clattering metal and shouts and applause on the blood-soaked sand. You could get your fill of bravery, triumph and defeat.  Then it was time for the beasts: lions, tigers, wolves, bears, elephants, a rhinoceros. These creatures, all of them starved and tormented, fought each other or 'huntsmen' until the survivors were despatched by archers ambling amongst the rows of spectators or riding across the sand on the backs of armoured horses. After each feast of slaughter the bloodied sand was swept away to be replaced by fresh. Venner had been watching for anachronisms in the Roman background, but so far this classical environment appeared more stable than the South African one. The earthquakes and fires, however, were a bad sign. A beast was soon seen on the sand which did present a problem in logistics. There, no doubt starved and poked and irritated like the other beasts, and encouraged with hot irons to fight a pair of panthers, was an eight-foot high tyrannosaurus rex. 'This is the first time one of these beasts has been exhibited,' said one of the prisoners, formerly a regular at the Games. 'These lizards are ugly monsters, but you can never tell what their fighting abilities are. If two panthers are not enough, and this brute sees them off, some other cats will be let in.' The panthers were so hungry that they had been spitting and clawing at each other prior to the arrival of the dinosaur.  A gasp went up from the crowd when the massive reptile was driven towards the cats by a gang of men with torches and red-hot pokers. It roared, showing rows of long, saw-edged teeth. Two little legs like arms hung down in front, each terminating in two pointed toes without claws. These moved spasmodically, as if itching to grab something. All the strength of this monster, however, was in the lashing tail and the thick back legs which ended in massive talons. From the other end of the ring men with shields and firebrands drove the panthers towards the leathery brute which moved with a repulsive jerkiness, taking as much interest in the crowd as in the two screaming felines.  The crowd shouted out in disgust at the ugly dinosaur. They were used to the dangerous, slinky motion of the cats but the rapid, spider-like motions of the tyrannosaurus repelled them. The reptile raced forward and grabbed one of the panthers with the claws of its back legs and began to tear at it. The other panther leapt on its back and dug its teeth into the back of the brute's neck. The lizard reached up with its right claw and loosened its grip on the other cat, which escaped. The second cat however had drawn plenty of blood. It darted away now, and the dinosaur scraped at its own back like a man scratching a boil. Finally it had the panther again, and with an ill-tempered screech, threw it into the crowd. Inside the cell was pandemonium just as there was outside. 'The thing far outclasses the cats,' shouted one man. 'Look, it's going after the crowd!' The tyrannosaurus, which was making some mighty leaps, seemed as if it was about to reach the top of the wall.  The people were running away and the Master of the Games was seen scurrying over to the large gateway at the side of the ring. He went through, and there emerged in a little while a pack of wolves. A score or more of them came swarming out and like the fearless predators they were, in a masterly concerted action went straight for the tyrannosaurus rex.  Half-a-dozen were after the chest and head while another four or five were biting at each leg.  The reptile gave out a mewing sound which was answered from inside the bowels of the arena. It was then that the gates were burst open and another, larger reptile of the same species, perhaps the mate of the first, came through with a net still clinging where it had got away from its handlers. As there had been no need for irons and fire to drive the wolves in, so they would have been useless in trying to keep this beast out of the fray.  Soon the two titans of the early years of the Earthworld had their backs to each other and were keeping the swarming wolves and the remaining panther at a distance. (The other panther, after maiming a number of spectators, had been speared by the trainers. and handlers.) Those in the cell had heard several shouts of 'Caesar! Welcome Caesar!' earlier, and the rumbling of applause. Those in the know said he would be mixing with the crowd, as was his habit sometimes, with only one or two guards. At that moment His Majesty moved into a part of the stand visible from the cell window. 'Bless him!' shouted the old woman of the Subura, and others in the cell too. Caesar had nothing to do with putting them here, they thought. Maybe he was on his way to set them free even now. Venner and Julian caught their first sight of the man-god, a tall, thin figure, stooped slightly, hustling himself along the walkway as if being chased, and wearing a gilded wreath and a simple white gown. 'He is avoiding something, Baas. Guess what it is!' shouted Julian. 
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  There was a commotion in the corridor leading to the Holodream Suite on deck fourteen of the Tortuga. 'Mr Perkins!' shouted a steward. Turning the corner he had just found two young women lying amidst a pile of broken sticks and torn upholstery. 'Get the Captain,' said his overseer, Gavin Perkins, as he helped the two women to their feet. After a minute or two Captain Cutter arrived. The women stood there shaking themselves and getting their breath. 'This must be more or less where you started out, wasn't it?' said Cutter. 'Just there is the Go-Through,' said Latonia Reynolds with a sigh. She and Helen were dazed and euphoric at being back. But Lupo!  'Lupo Venner!' said Latonia, 'has he made it out yet?' 'Lupo!' gasped Helen. Captain Cutter took the steward and his supervisor aside. 'Lads, one of you needs to go and get Lonnie Pascoe,' he said. 'Let him know that his goddess has found her way back to us, anyway.' Cutter had not been sure exactly who Lonnie Pascoe was until after his act of heroism in the Holodream Suite, but he knew him well enough now. The steward left and Perkins remained to give help if necessary. 'No, we still haven't got Mr Venner,' Cutter told Latonia. 'That is, we had him, then he went back to get you two ladies. I daresay he'll be making his way out through there again.' He looked down at the grating that guarded the tunnel through which Venner and his companion had come and gone.  'We haven't roped it off or anything, but the mesh is only being held on by rubber clips for now. We're waiting. Not many people know about it, and we don't want to draw any attention to their escape hatch. There has been a lot of talk about sleepers.' 'We would like to have a look at the work being done at the Holodream Suite,' said Latonia. 'Well, you can. But first and foremost I want you both to go to the infirmary and get checked over.' After head-to-toe scans and a few questions the two women were released. Latonia found Lonnie waiting for her outside.  'God knows what the heck you've been through in that Holodream, you poor sweetheart,' he said, reaching for her hand. She let him hold it for a while before carefully withdrawing it. 'The place may be a quicksand at the moment, but it's absolutely amazing in there,' she said. 'Especially when you're as deep in as we were. The element of danger and reality makes it all the more stupendous, it's a chapter in anyone's life. You live to the hilt in that place, I tell you.' 'I definitely agree with you there,' said Helen, 'but I haven't got any plans to repeat the experience.' 'I don't know about you,' said Latonia, 'but I'm going back to my rooms to crash out.' 'I need some time to get my head back in place too,' said Helen. 'But first I want to go to the Captain and find out what is happening about Lupo.' 'That would be pretty pointless,' said Lonnie. 'I mean, I'm more genned up than most people about Ven and his predicament. Nothing much CAN be done by anyone at the moment, except the tech boys. It's their game. They'll get him out if anyone can.' 'What we're afraid of,' said Latonia,'is that the whole show will collapse or whirl itself away into infinity, like.' 
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  Though Erloch Spurgo came from Pluron, the 'gutter planet', he had acquired some notions about etiquette. The attitude of Barratat's two bully boys who had burst into his quarters and acted as if they owned the place, rubbed him wrong.  Nor was he an admirer of the swaggering ways of Prince Barratat Galerian himself.  The biscuit-coloured crest of hair over Spurgo's brow twitched and he took a deep breath. Mitzi entered and took Spurgo aside. After listening to her whispered message the Pluronian pirate addressed the room: 'Mitzi has stayed tuned in to the Tortuga's radio signals through a police waveband. It seems that two women have been retrieved out of the Tortuga's Holodream suite hale and hearty, but there is no sign of our pigeon yet.' No news about the potential catastrophe in the Holodream Suite had been released to the media, so Mitzi had found another source. Holodream technology had been made a government monopoly a few years before, and no disaster of this kind must be allowed to make people lose faith in a multi-million-credit industry. In addition to the financial harvest to be reaped, there were, literally, new worlds to conquer by going who knew where, possibly inner space. 'So those two chicks came out of the place that you had turned into a killing ground hale and hearty, did they? Some nursery, more like,' said Barratat, almost spitting in Drax's face. 'Don't blame him, he acquitted himself all right in the circumstances,' said Spurgo. 'What else could he have done? In addition to everything else he had to remain discreet, or risk blowing the whole game.' Russ and Tyler scowled and puffed their chests out. Was this upstart contradicting their Prince? They looked enquiringly at Barratat, as if expecting the order to tear Spurgo's head off. Drax too was wary of that ugly Galerian temper that was hailed by the palace as a glorious throwback to the days of the great warriors. But the Prince seemed to shrug to himself.  'You say Mitzi here was tuned in to the Tortuga?'  'Yes.' 'What, you mean the circuits in her head?' said Barratat. Spurgo laughed.  'No, she's not quite that complex, are you baby? She's got a police tuner in the kitchen. She follows it quite a bit and I've been starting to listen in as well, sometimes.' 'So the main question,' said the Prince to Spurgo with a shit-eating smile, 'is will you take our money and get the Fish Eagle alongside the Tortuga again?' 'I'm not sure if I will, by Gar,' said Spurgo. The whole thing was becoming tedious. 'I'll have to think about it.' 'Think about it?' said Russ. Tyler was also ready to boil over, it seemed. Barratat waved his hand at his burly retainers. 'Anyway, Prince,' said Spurgo, 'what should have happened in the Holodream, do you think? What would your solution have been? The guy did his stuff, he used skills that not a lot of people have. I know I wouldn't be any good coding away at that shit. Would you?' Barratat, swallowing his irritation, waved this aside. At that moment Kalat Hertig entered. He had free reign of Spurgo's apartments. The two bully boys looked at the newcomer with indifference, Spurgo was small, and so was this jerk. Nothing to worry about in the whole place. They stood there with arms folded complacently. 'We can chop all three of these nobodies, my Lord,' muttered Russ, not caring who would hear.' 'What was that?' asked Spurgo with a smile. They all became aware of the revolver in his belt. He was not big, but there was something uncanny in that birdlike angling of his head. There was something in that glance of his, an insolence that belied his youth and his size.  For once Barratat seemed flustered. 'They were just saying we have an appointment, we must leave,' said Barratat,  Russ and Tyler made for the door where they stood on either side waiting for their Prince to go through. Neither Spurgo nor Drax bowed in homage to the departing Lord, unlike Hertig, who had not had time to become aware of the tensions in the atmosphere. 'You too,' said Barratat to Drax. It would more than likely prove his death to go with them. Drax glanced at Spurgo with despairing eyes and started to move. 'Drax is staying for lunch, we worked that out earlier, didn't we?' said Spurgo. Drax made one of the boldest moves of his life when he said, meekly enough:  'We did.' The Prince left with his bully boys. Hertig ignored Mitzi, who had brought him tea without being asked. The living doll had registered the entry of her owner's lecherous friend and summed the situation up as needing full politeness mode. Kalat Hertig wanted more than politeness from her. 
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 The four staunch Ralladarians of Kellagad met before dawn in a workman's café in the city, along the road from the Royal Guard.  Ever since the Cosmic Bluebird came in they had been watching the swaggering Galerian aristocrat and his flunkeys. The shedding of the blood of the Galerian dynasty's aristocratic bully boy would be a noble stroke. The idea was, to claim the honour of the deed for the Patriotic Resurgence of Pellax. This action would mark the start of their campaign.  It was, unfortunately, possible that their rightful king, known under the name Lupo Venner, was now either dead or compromised, so the struggle might have to begin under the guidance of and in the name of their temporary regent, that veteran statesman, Tak Vakrovar. The time was now. The underground forces of the Ralladarians were chafing at the bit and to hold them back might be more dangerous for the cause than to strike a few blows to raise morale. The youngest of the four pleaded for the honour and was then chosen as the one to pull the trigger on Barratat, the Galerian Dunderhead, the Prince of their Disorder. He was keen to get the job because the night before he had started an attempt which got nowhere though it had seen the death of his stalwart uncle of seventy at the hands of two Galerians. That fiasco had started in the Blue Bear as a pure coincidence when Uncle Meedak, dressed in fine old Ralladaran trim of dark red, black, and cream, had joined in with a Pellacian melody which had been struck up by some patriots downstairs. Uncle Meedak wouldn't have known Barratat from Tak Vakrovar. He was totally apolitical. But the pair of cutthroats had killed him at the behest of Prince Barratat. The nephew and the others had already been staking out the bar and clubhouse where the pirate Erloch Spurgo lived. They knew that this brigand would take the pay of a mercenary when it suited him. He had been hired by Barratat before and would probably be happy to take his money again. They had been right, and Barratat and another fellow had arrived just after dawn. So Meedak's nephew had his crack at him. But he missed. The police had made the scene pretty hot but the nephew swiftly dismantled his rifle and, undetected, ambled back to the workman's café, from the windows of which after twenty minutes or so, he saw the two bully boys who had come in on the Cosmic Bluebird with the Prince. These two now went running up the steps of the Royal Guard like dogs, in through the foyer with the busted window and up in the elevator. The nephew had his shooter folded down and stored in his coat. He could snap it together in a second for the heroes up in Spurgo's quarters all right. It would just be a matter of waiting for them to come out. His colleagues appeared and they discussed what to do. It was agreed that Meedak's nephew should stand at the corner close to where he had taken his shot earlier. The other three would spread out down the road. A few plain-clothes policemen were on the street, but the nephew was keen to try his luck, no matter what.  The others, spread out, planned either to start diversions (they had plasma pistols) or provide covering fire, if the nephew got in trouble. The three men came out together, watchful but confident. The nephew saw security men on either side of the doorway twitch, and the regular doorman hitched up the rifle he was carrying on his shoulder. Barratat and one of the heavies hailed an armoured air taxi. For now, they were safe from a bullet, but the other heavy moved away to the nephew's right. Stroking the butt of the folded-up piece in his jacket pocket, the nephew decided to follow the one who took the pathway to his right, simply because he was the one he had seen going down the stairway at the Blue Bear which Uncle Meedak always used. There was a very good chance that this was the brute who strangled the old fellow. The swaggerer was full of confidence. The nephew was about to show him that this was nothing but pure imbecility. He followed him into a bank where he was received with deep bows by a flunkey who then led him through to a grave, better-dressed fellow who took the bruiser into a side room. The nephew cursed under his breath at losing sight of his man. 'May I help you?' said a robot done up in 'girl next door' mode. 'I am considering an investment, but there are a few details I want to have at my fingertips,' said the nephew, pulling a screen from his pocket and unfolding it to spreadsheet size. 'We value our interactions with you today and every day,' she said with a smile and a bow, before approaching the next person through the doors. The bruiser's business did not take long. The door opened and he came out. The nephew knew that this was not the place, because as soon as a shot registered, or a member of staff touched a collar comm emergency button, all the doors would slam shut. Plus the fact, he wished to catch him somewhere private where he could get the drop on him and also concentrate the bully's attention on why he was being rubbed out. Like that, Uncle Meedak's ghost, which he believed was still hovering close, would gain some appeasement. Barratat's hooligan left the bank, ambling down the steps. Something in the way he moved made the nephew realize that whatever chore Barratat had given him had been discharged, and the fellow was now on his own time. He was sauntering along, sizing up this establishment and that along the street, on the lookout for something. The nephew could guess what he was after and he was proved right when up a dismal alley the bully boy saw a flashing neon sign crudely depicting a female humanoid in contortions that belonged in the bedroom. The nephew checked that there was no one around. He had to move fast now, because the man might linger his business out in this place for some time, maybe till the morning. He had to grab him before he got in, and the thug was already up the steps. Just as the boyo's hand hovered towards the door catch, the nephew spoke up: 'Mister, this place is fine for some, but I know where they give a better quality deal for a man of your cut.' The fellow smiled. 'I have no need to save my money,' he said with a laugh, 'but on the other hand, I don't like a place where they con a guy.' 'Get alongside of me and you'll find a better bargain than this low-budget knocking-shop. You look like a man who needs an escort of a more refined nature.' This was a mistake on the nephew's part. Things were getting a little too fancy, and the fellow, halfway down the steps now, turned back towards the door. 'I don't want anything too REFINED,' he said. He grinned, every inch the man of the world who knew what he wanted, and obtained it. The nephew tried to keep back from the light through the door. He did not want the hard case to recognise him from the Blue Bear. He had taken the precaution of changing his clothes that day, and had found himself a bulky cap with a generous peak, which he kept pulled down almost to his nose. The chap did not appear particularly curious about clocking him. He seemed to see it all as the fair exchange of badinage between one gentleman and another. Then the headlight of a passing tram high in the air splashed a beam of illumination down and this time as the nephew turned the hard case's face had a different expression. 'You fucker!' 'Yes!' As quick as saying it the nephew, who had in his hand a well-prepared noose of light cord, flew at the bully boy and rammed him against the brick wall. At the same time he looped his cord around the thug's neck. The Galerian was against the wall, but before the nephew could mention Uncle Deepak the Galerian brought up his right hand with a razor knife to gash the nephew's arm, then sever the strangling cord. This fellow was not a bodyguard of the Heir to the Throne of Mazarat for nothing. The nephew took the Galerian by surprise by biting into his wrist. The fellow's knife clattered on the pebbled road. 'Ralladar scum!' 'Galerian!' shouted the nephew. He thought that was a bad enough term on its own. For a few seconds they traded blows. The nephew was growing desperate. As he fought, he started to believe that this was it, and he had been a fool to take on a Galerian hard case born and bred. Uncle Meedak, I couldn't avenge you after all. Are you waiting for me in the afterworld? he thought to himself. The strength in his arms was failing. The body blows the Galerian dealt made him sink into himself in misery. From somewhere he found the gall for a ferocious punch and a kick to the groin but these had no effect on the Prince's trained man. The Galerian was laughing now as with a right hook to the jaw he laid his man out. Then he got his hands around the nephew's throat and began to throttle him. The nephew swooned and felt as if he were entering a dark pool. The pain melted away and resignation and unconsciousness beckoned, but then there was a blast and the grip around his throat eased off. Someone patted his face and shook him. He opened his eyes to see his fellow Ralladarian from the doorway up the road. His colleague, still holding his pistol, was watching the Galerian muscle man. Neither he nor the nephew could for a while trust themselves to believe that the breath had finally left the body of the Prince's bully boy.   
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  The Emperor held his arms in the air, calling on his gods. The spectators had moved away, leaving an empty space, and he was searching the sky and the earth beneath, hoping for an intervention. 'The yellow snake has whispered to him, Baas,' said Julian. There was a rumbling and a rattling of keys out beyond the door of the cell. The jailer opened up. 'All you prisoners are needed outside in the stadium. You are to help according to your abilities. An Imperial pardon for all those who do their duty!' A shout of joy went up from the wretches crowding at the window. They were then let out, not through the dreaded door to the arena but into the spectator side. The prisoners got out amongst the spectators, who cursed them and told them to keep away.  Venner and Julian, along with the rest of the prisoners, felt themselves being pushed by the movement of the crowd towards the Emperor, who stood like a statue among the tiers of the stadium. 'Are these the gods I was told about?' he asked. 'Certainly they are, your Highness,' said an old woman. 'They have the power!' The dinosaurs were piles of carrion by this time, having suffered the onslaught of wolves and panthers. Lions, bears, and other creatures had also been released onto the sand to feed on the torn tyrannosaurus rex carcases riddled with arrows. But the Emperor was taking no interest in what might be happening in the arena. He was looking down at the floor. Venner followed the line of his gaze and was just in time to glimpse a yellow snake disappearing into a crack in the stonework. 'No one knew he was here except you, me, and the Caesar-Baas, Baas,' whispered Julian. The Emperor turned to Venner and raised his right hand as if saluting an equal. 'Mercury visited me in the shape of a snake,' said the Emperor. 'He said a grave injustice was taking place that could bring my whole dynasty, which I have worked so long to secure, down into the dust.' 'Which injustice is that, Your Majesty?' 'Why, you two gods were going to be let out into the arena to be attacked by wild beasts. You have done us the honour of coming in human shape to visit Rome. Mercury explained that while you are here you have all the vulnerabilities of ordinary men. If you are hurt whilst under my care there will be an accounting on the slopes of Olympus.' Venner decided not to dispute this view of the case. The Emperor snapped his fingers and two soldiers in white-enamelled armour and red-plumed helmets appeared at his side. With them was an olive-skinned fellow in a tunic and cloak. On his feet were sandals studded with precious stones. It was the latter who approached Caesar. The fellow cupped his chin and smoothly angled his head towards the monarch. He had an extremely winning smile. 'These honoured guests will be coming to the dinner tonight, Philippos. They will sit with me and my wife. Make the arrangements.' 'It is done, divinity,' said the slave in a Greek accent. He trotted away about his business. The Emperor and his guard, and Venner and Julian, went across the walkway over to the shady stand covered with cushions and tables loaded with delicacies where the monarch could sit to watch the entertainment. In the arena it was clean-up time. Bones and chunks of flesh and hide were being piled into wagons, and blood-soaked sand was being collected for use as fertiliser. Satiated carnivores had been penned into one section of the arena before being driven back to their cages in the bowels of the amphitheatre. 'Down here, my honoured guests,' said Caesar, motioning them into a doorway beyond which was a ramp that led out of the stadium. There on the road three sedan chairs were waiting with two Nubian porters at each end.  'The palace for us!' said the Emperor to Venner conspiratorially as he climbed into the first curtained-off cubicle. The black slaves began to trot with a smooth motion that allowed the occupant to read, write, entertain a guest, or sleep in comfort. 'One each, that's great,' said Venner. He followed His Majesty's example by jumping into the next sedan.  'Wait, Baas, I would rather run behind your cabin than have one of my own. I don't want to get behind those curtains, I'd like to breathe the air of Rome.' 'On the other hand, the mob might take against you. You could be kidnapped, or knifed. You would be safer inside.' 'All right, Baas,' said Julian, climbing nimbly into the third sedan. It was a smooth journey, like a sailing boat. The curtains let the light in but were otherwise opaque except for flitting shadows. You had to twitch them aside to see the crowds through which the sedans were passing. On a whim of Caesar's they stopped at a market stall. The merchant was given a purse containing enough gold to allow him to retire, and the three sedans were provided with fruits of all kinds, many of which were unknown to Venner. The sedan had a pull-down table and plates and cutlery in a basket. He ate a handful of dates, then cut open a melon and bit into the slippery sweetness. Though the bearers moved smoothly enough, they were unable to compensate for a number of cosmic tremors, accompanied by tremendous crashes and what sounded like groans from the very bowels of the earth. At last they arrived at a great doorway leading into a hall where there was a pool. All was pervaded with the smell of perfumes. Feeling his sedan being lowered to the ground, Venner leapt out from behind the curtains, as did Julian. They saw the Emperor striding up a flight of steps and hurried to catch up with him. A corridor led to a room where there were clouds of steam. 'These people love their swimming pools, Baas,' said Julian. 'You may bathe and relax yourselves. These young women are trained to relieve the weary traveller,' said Caesar. 'Your Majesty, will these buildings withstand the earthquakes?' asked Venner. 'What earthquakes?' said Caesar. 'If you have a bath, Baas, I will let them wash me down too,' said Julian. Each of them was led by a girl to a place where they were requested to take off their clothes. Then they walked down steps into water that was just above body heat. Buckets of warmer water were added all the time. Next came a scrubbing and oiling, and muscular black men gestured to them to get onto tables where they could be pounded and massaged. 'I am sure I met this boy before, Baas. He comes from the Mwengani tribe,' said the Hottentot. Resigned to his fate, Julian let his girl and her massive assistant lead him behind a curtain. Soon he was shouting 'Ooooh, ooh, ooh!'  'Would you like me to groom you in the top style, sir?' asked the maiden who had led Venner about through clouds of steam and was now scraping the sweat off his skin. Waving a masseur aside, he found a couch and sank down onto it. The maid was beside him. 'Would you wish to taste the delights of Venus?' she asked, bowing her head in submission. 'Not now,' said Venner, thinking that he might need his strength later. 'But surely I may groom you like this,' she said with a laugh, and falling onto him with a pair of tweezers, she began to pluck hairs from his chest. Venner immediately began duplicating the sounds Julian was making. Then, wrapped in towels, Venner and Julian were allowed by the laughing beauty specialists to have a rest on a padded bench that ran along one wall.  'I think this world is going widdershins, and fast, Baas.' Venner, who longed for a shave but did not wish to get any more of the plucking treatment from these beauticians, rubbed his stubble. 'What makes you say that?' 'When we were carried along in the little huts I looked out.' 'So did I.' 'And you din't notice it?' 'Notice what?' 'The topsy-turvy sun.' 'Yeah?' 'Absolutely, Baas. The sun should move from the left hand to the right hand. This one was going right to left. Just watch the shadows long enough and you will see.' Venner nodded. It all fitted in. The earthquakes, the dinosaurs, the snake. The place was cracking up. Then the Emperor sent for them and they were led through a number of passages in the palace to a whitewashed room with shutters well perforated to catch what wind there was. A bowl on a tripod before the Emperor contained a crackling fire. A trolley piled with tea things was brought in. This was another sign, thought Venner: tea did not accord with the time scale of this section of the holographic whirligig. 'Honey cakes!' said the Emperor, lifting the cover off a plate of pastries. Well, thought Venner, these at least are in harmony with this era of the city of Romulus. No reason not to pile in on a handful of these. He took a hot cup of tea with them as well, and Julian followed his example. The older lady with the tea things bustled around cheerfully, treating them all as equals. Though she was wearing Roman attire she, and the trolley she drove like a carriage and four, would have fitted into any hotel in the galaxy. 'There is a fellow you might like to talk to, someone whose skills were instrumental to our safety as well as our enjoyment this afternoon at the stadium.' 'Who could that be, Majesty?' The Emperor nodded to a slave and he opened the door. In walked a fellow dressed in a green tunic and high boots. In his hand was a pole as tall as he was. Looking closer, Venner could see it was an unstrung bow. Crashes and rumblings underneath the earth shook the building from time to time. 'So you were at the hunt in the stadium?' said Venner. 'Yes, and if you like, you and your companion can share in the thrills of the hunt,' said the bowman. Caesar nodded his encouragement and gestured for Venner and Julian to follow the archer. A purple woollen curtain ran the whole length of the baths. The bowman went through an opening in it and Venner and Julian followed. There was a hallway on the other side, and he led them through a ceiling-to-floor window with folded-back shutters but no glass, out onto a stretch of parkland. The area was dense with tall trees, many of them oaks. Venner could see no buildings now, not even the palace. It was obvious that they had moved into another section of the Holodream Suite. 'We have to be on the watch,' said the archer, stringing his bow. He picked up a quiver bulging with yard-long arrows from a hiding place in the trunk of a tree. Galloping hooves were heard, and the three took cover in a clump of bushes. 'A pox on these men of the sheriff's,' said the archer. 'They are the very scourge,' 'The scourge of Sherwood?' suggested Venner. 'Yes, they are that. Of Sherwood itself,' said the grim-faced outlaw. 
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 As soon as Prince Barratat and his two gorillas left, Spurgo suggested breaking open a few bottles of red. 'Anything wrong, Drax?' 'Only that I've now got to watch myself with the Prince and his boys. I'm sure they've detected my Galerian sympathies. Around them, these can be fatal. I won't go back to the apartment tonight. I don't want to find Russ and Tyler there. or the big man himself. Maybe I should never go back, just write the place off for good and hit the road.' 'Stay here a few days if you like.' 'You mean that? That's marvellous, thank you.' said Drax. This took off some of his immediate anxieties. He was starting to piece together in his mind strategies for living through the next few days and weeks without meeting a nasty fate at the hands of the agents of Barratat Galerian. Mitzi put into the audioprogram a handful of Earth songs and one or two of the schmaltz tunes recorded by Tyro of Tursa.  Drax watched with interest as Kal Hertig's eyes followed the holodoll around the room.  Hertig was gloating at the siliconee beauty quite openly. But the owner of the living doll, Erloch Spurgo, appeared to notice nothing. 'Did you look at that advertising material I gave you?' said Mitzi to Hertig. 'Of course. Yes, they had a good range there, with fine specifications, some of them, but they didn't measure up to the high-end model I had set my thoughts on.' Mitzi, whose charm mode was in operation, remained adorably inscrutable. 'This red is great,' said Drax to his host. 'Yeah, what's better than an informal celebration alongside a friend or two, with the old Veloran red, by Gar, or this Aldebaran? Wonderful times we've had on this kind of stuff,' said Spurgo, who had sunk onto his adjustable chair. He had had this made on the same principles as his bed, and like his bed it fascinated him.  'Really and truly, I'm a home boy,' he went on. 'I only go out to the bars on a raid, as it were. You see, you've got to keep an eye on things and feel the currents in the air. See and be seen, pick up the gossip, you get me?' 'Absolutely. I like this red. You say it's not Veloran?' 'No, Aldebaran. Cheap and irresistible.' 'Well, I love it because a few glasses help me to forget,' said Drax, 'Forget the bind you're in?' 'Yeah,' said Drax, 'Another thing is, you see, that the Prince doesn't like blabbing lips. I would never say anything, of course, but he can't afford to trust in that. He'll regard me now as a prime candidate for a bullet. He thinks I'm about to join the ranks of the Patriotic Resurgence of Pellax.' Spurgo put his hand on the Pellacian's muscled shoulder. 'You are a trained man, Drax, and a true one. I know that. I like what I've seen of you, by Gar. You can have a place beside me any time you like. Prince Barratat Galerian will think twice before striking at me or mine. Won't you ride the Fish Eagle for a while and take your chances?' 'I'll not only have nothing to lose that way, but everything to gain,' said Drax, sticking out his hand which the Pluronian pirate warmly shook. 'If everything is taken into account, including what went on here tonight, I am wondering what I might be able to do to help the cause of this Venner character, if he ever gets out of that Holodream I pushed him into.' said Drax. 'The Ralladars sum up all that is great in the traditions of my home planet. I've always known that, though of course like everyone I've had to deal with the domain the Galerians have wielded over us for decades.'  'You're nostalgic for Pellax?' 'I suppose I am. And this Lupo Venner, or whatever his name is, will be better for that old whirling ball of clay than Barratat. Yes, it would be wonderful to see a restoration of the Ralladar Kleissenbergs on good old Pellax, and goodbye to the Galerians. They'll not be missed. And you, Erl, who are you for?' 'Anyone who pays, by Gar. But not Prince Barratat.' Meanwhile on the other side of the room, Hertig muttered to Mitzi: 'A catalogue doll is not for me.' 'I was just a blank catalogue doll with no programming when I started out. And I was renewed and rebooted for my new owner.' Mitzi slunk away to the kitchen. Drax noted that Spurgo looked from the doll to Kalat Hertig and back with an enigmatic expression. Hertig was puffing on a cigar, seemingly adrift in a reverie of romance. 
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  The bowman was shaking and cursing under his breath. 'Further back into the bushes there!' A detachment of more than twenty men on horseback raced by. Several of them had crossbows on their backs. They wore steel helmets like piss-pots and had red crosses on their white tabards. 'They are searching for someone to hang beside the Earl of Pembroke, I'll warrant, and I'll do for one,' said the bowman. 'Are you Robin Hood?' 'Ha ha ha! Everybody knows Robin Goodfellow! No, I'm Derwent.' 'We will do everything we can to help you in your struggle, don't worry about that,' said Venner. It sounded like a joke, but he felt that the best thing he could do was enter as deeply as possible into the spirit of the holographic scenario. 'Even if you two fellows had weapons, we could do nothing against those swine until we get the rest of the band at our back,' said Derwent as they went out to the open ground. The area was now churned up with hoof prints.  'As it is, the three of us would be easy meat for them. If they did not kill us where we stood, then by God they would soon enough have us in Nottamun jail.' The hoofbeats faded to nothing in the distance. 'This way,' said Derwent after checking the position of the sun. Venner and Julian hesitated. 'Where are we going?' said Venner.  'To the camp of your Robin the Hood, or Robin Goodfellow. I sent a message to the outlaws, and recently, with their help, made an attempt to get the Earl of Pembroke out of the hands of the Sheriff of Nottingham.' 'The Earl of Pembroke? Who is he to you?' asked Venner. 'He was my captain when we went to the Holy Land, and a fine and gallant gentleman.' 'They threw him in jail?' 'He is condemned on a trumped-up charge, The real reason they wish to do away with him is that he supports King Richard.' 'The Lionheart?' 'Yes sir, may Christ bless him.' Derwent pulled out of his tunic a folded piece of paper which described the Earl as being 'gentil', in other words a nobleman, well built and near six feet tall. The charges against him were listed as 'treason and foul deeds'. More to the point there was a woodcut at the top of the paper showing a man's face. Crude as it was, it was easy enough for Venner to recognise the likeness of Captain Ted Cutter. His heart leapt, because this had to be a sign from outside the Holodream Suite. If he got to Cutter and had a few words, who knew what the result could be? The fact that Cutter, or his image, had come into the game again, as it had in the courtyard of Carbo Cato, made him wonder. He must have missed a trick there, back in 'Rome'. More than likely, the Captain had got the technicians to use his image as a way of contacting Venner with a view to getting him out.  The paper said, 'Where is he?' and offered thirty golden crowns for information. After checking the sun again and fixing in his head the location of the points of the compass, Derwent made his mind up. 'There's the way,' he said, pointing with his whole arm. 'That's where the horsemen were making for,' said Venner. They continued plodding on, watchfully, down a barely discernible track that presented itself. It looked as if it had been made by badgers and hares. Of course, the deep marks of horses' hooves were all around, leading in the same direction. They had travelled a mile or two when there was a shout from either side of the way. 'Godwin was right!' 'Run them down! They are ours, and so is the reward!' The three men stood frozen: the Sheriff's men had left two of their mounted soldiers behind to waylay anyone who might be following. 'Two is good, Baas, just about manageable,' said Julian.  One rider came at the little Hottentot, swinging his sword. However, the oblong shield he was carrying got in his way. Also, he did not appear to be able to control his mount. This meant that Julian evaded his thrusts and got up under his sword arm, swinging himself up behind the fellow's saddle where he pulled the knife he carried. Venner had been watching this while the other rider was trying to run Derwent down, to crush him with the weight of his horse. Derwent had not drawn his sword. Instead, still clutching his bow, which he flourished in the horse's face, he concentrated on nimbly avoiding his attacker. Venner contemplated jumping up behind this fellow as Julian had the other one, but he lacked the Hottentot's nimbleness. Derwent had now slid behind a couple of close-set trees where the rider could not follow, and there he put an arrow to his string and loosed a shaft which hit he fellow's steel helmet and glanced off. Then another shaft had him galloping away. Yet another arrow chased him and lodged in a gap in his armour because they heard him cry out.  Meanwhile Julian's man, still groaning and covered with blood, was sprawled on the ground with a cut throat. After cleaning the blade with a bunch of grass, Julian returned his knife to its place.  The dead man's horse followed the other one along the track which went towards the camp of Robin Goodfellow. 
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Derwent shook Venner and then Julian by the hand.  'What stout fellows you are! Robin shall hear of this. We'll get Pemroke back yet, I tell you!' For him the fact that his two new friends had not simply run for it went a long way. They continued walking and now it was turning to late afternoon. 'Will we get there before dark?' asked Venner. 'Aye, but we'll not approach them directly, we shall have to be very careful of those horse-riding boys.' He strode on ahead, grimmer than before. 'Julian,' muttered Venner, 'we should have talked to that fellow back in Rome. The one who had all those people waiting in the courtyard to see him, Carbo Cato. He was none other than a friend of mine back where I come from. A fellow who could help us quite a bit.' 'Yes, and his face was on that paper, Baas, wasn't it? The same man who was the king pin on the great flying ship that we visited.' Venner stopped in his track, putting his hand on Julian's shoulder and staring into his face. You enigmatic rogue, he thought to himself. Those black eyes in which a crazy wisdom, all the deeper for what seemed like a strain of foolishness, resided. Those black eyes so hard to read! 'Yes, we might do well to speak to the king pin, Baas, but the trouble is that the horse riders and their friends have him under lock and key in the town, if I am not mistaken.' Absolutely, thought Venner. Between us and 'the Earl of Pembroke', and freedom to get back to the Tortuga, is a castle full of hard cases with sharp swords and chain mail armour. Dark was almost there when they heard someone strumming a tune: 'Hey-ho hey-ho, this life is so slow/And pleasure becometh so rare-o.' Some time before getting to the outlaws' camp the hoofprints had disappeared. It might mean something, it might not. 'Perhaps the good Saint Peter preserved us all by leading the Philistines astray,' said Derwent. Mayhap they still didn't have the luck to chance upon Robin's forest abode.' He put his hand to his cheek and called, 'Hullooooo!' A moment later he followed this greeting with a fair resemblance of the alarm call of a blackbird when a cat approaches the young. The same sound came chirruping back. They approached a pleasant bank of wild flowers beyond which a bonfire burned, causing little smoke. Leaning round the trunk of a tree were two stout archers with their bows drawn and an arrow at their ear, ready to let fly if they saw any of the Sheriff of Nottingham's hirelings. 'Lay down your bows, my lucky lads,' said someone, 'do ye not recognise Derwent there all tired out with walking and the anxieties of the chase?' Before them stood Robin Hood himself, the same height as Derwent, who was no giant. Even when he stood alongside Little John however, Robin looked every inch the leader. He wore his authority neither so light as to lessen his power nor so heavy as to be overbearing. No one, Derwent had told Venner, begrudged Robin the leadership, and very rarely did anyone challenge his decisions. Venner looked at the leader carefully. Was he someone from the Tortuga? Robin Goodfellow had such an air about him that Venner felt as if he had known him all his life, that he must have been born as he was on Pellax, the Second Earth. But he could not recognise him as anyone from the crew of Captain Ted Cutter. The smell of food was in the air and a pot was steaming with lumps of venison and pork. Venner and Julian were accepted without a murmur as travellers. Plenty such went through Sherwood every day of the year. The various Merry Men introduced themselves and shook hands, uttering their names: Bediver, Clunt, Kicker Joe, Abram, Seth, Godbold, Bradwell, and so on. The cookfires were blazing and a crude table had been set, piled with wooden plates and horn cups. Soon the travellers were sitting back to nurse their bloated stomachs, listening to ditties uttered by Alan-a-Dale such as 'The Brewer's Daughter'. Preparations for turning in began: men made for their favoured spots to roll themselves in thick cloaks and blankets, Other fellows, taking their turn, went off to keep guard. There were two more who bade goodnight and returned to their wives and their cottages until the morning. But Venner and Julian still had not seen one outlaw whose name was on everybody's lips: Sir Franz. It had been 'Sir Franz would really like to get a look at this this,' or, 'Wait until Sir Franz hears about that.' 'I have not yet seen Sir Franz,' said Venner. 'What matters it, sir?' replied Robin Hood. 'He's out along some greenwood path and will return when he feels like it.' Sir Franz was not the only nobleman among the band (Robin himself should have been a belted earl). It was dark and Alan was singing the tune strangely reminiscent of some of the Scottish folk singer Donovan's ballads, when a shadow stepped out from under a massive, spreading tree and made his way towards the fire. 'So that's Sir Franz,' muttered Venner to himself. 'You have seen him before, Baas?' said Julian. Yes, thought Venner to himself, it's Hollis Pierpoint. The slightly rotund figure in doublet and tights and a simple straw hat went to the pot over the fire where the man in charge of the food that night ladled him a bowlful of hot stuff. 'Sir Franz!' called Venner softly.  The man looked up at him, nodded to himself and, taking his bowl, swiftly walked away into the grove where the outlaws were laying their cloaks and blankets for the night. While he was wondering whether to follow the newcomer, Venner saw two men come running in to approach the outlaws' leader who was sitting on the branch of a tree. 'Robin, we heard a horse whinnying beyond the grove,' said the first scout. The fellow with him nodded. 'We have guards all around, so be of good cheer,' the outlaw leader told Venner. 'If the enemy comes we'll be warned. Until then, sleep. Be not afeared or anxious in your mind, but take your rest until some move is made by the Philistines. And mayhap it will never be made, what, boys?' The cookfires were well banked down with moss, in order to be rekindled in the morning when they would break their fast. 'If it's true that they've found us, we will disperse in an instant,' Robin told Venner confidentially. 'They do not ask our names, Baas,' said Julian when Robin had melted into the grove amongst his band. 'That's true,' said Venner. In fact, he thought to himself, everything was getting sketchier than ever and full of uncertainty. Like life on the outside also, come to think of it. He put his hand close to the outside of the bottom of the almost-empty cauldron on the fire and the coals scorched his fingers. That was real enough, that had the bite of life behind it, and could do some genuine harm. The main thing was what was in the head of every outlaw that night as it had been on other nights: how to get through the next attack with a whole skin and not end up in 'Nottamun' market place in the stocks or swinging from a gibbet. In fact they all slept well that night. As they awoke next morning and were about to make for the cooking fire, Robin Hood appeared at the side of Venner and Julian who were standing close to Derwent, wrapped in cloaks. 'You two, can you shoot?' he said with a grin. 'We are ready to learn,' said Venner. 'You are?' said the outlaw dubiously. 'Well, in the meantime you shall be issued with swords and quarterstaves, yes?' 'Yes,' said Venner enthusiastically. He did not add that they might need some instruction to go along with these items as well. 'Well,' said the outlaw, 'I would like you two lads to stick close to Derwent for the next day or so. You and Sir Franz can help him with his preparations for aiding the Earl of Pembroke, God save him.' Derwent smiled sadly and nodded. He was much addicted at this time to sitting with his chin in his hand, staring into the fire and scowling as he turned over in his head plans to get the Earl out of prison.  Venner followed Julian towards the cookfire. 'At least the horsemen did not attack last night while we were sleeping, Baas. They could have chopped us up good, But I was not worried because these fellows know how to keep their eyes open.' Suddenly Sir Franz walked by, and Venner took his chance. 'We have a friend in common, I believe, sir: Captain Cutter?' Sir Franz avoided the question. 'I am more interested in the pressing case of the Earl of Pembroke,' said the knight. 'If we all work together we may see him out of the hands of the Sheriff of Nottingham before long.' 'I heartily pray we may,' said Venner. 
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  The software of Mitzi the living doll was something else. Kalat Hertig's flirting had brought a response. Mitzi had at least agreed to meet him for tea one afternoon at his apartment in Gart. 'I told Erl I would be shopping for things we need at the apartment,' she said. Hertig reflected that he might not need his coding expert, Kyle, to make changes in Mitzi's programming after all. These skills might be useful later though, because you could never predict the pitfalls that could be encountered in a relationship. For now, she was falling for Hertig's charm as in an old-time movie. Like Old Blue Eyes himself he was doing it his way. Yes, he told himself, what he had going here was an actual relationship. It did not seem strange to speak of his obsession in terms of affection, of pledging something, as well as lust. And what was love but a highly localised obsession? In more sober moments Hertig could kick himself for allowing this to happen, however. He was in the quicksand, through fooling around. He had been absurdly confident. He had stupidly felt a sort of amusement at the start of all this. Looking at the cool, smooth skin of Mitzi's fabulous face he had felt himself slipping into the trap. Even then it would have been possible to get out, but he had allowed it to happen. It was stupid, because with a living woman he would never have permitted himself the extravagance, the indulgence, of falling in love. He had been caught too many times and his good nature had been used against him by complacent, nylon-clad schemers.  But a pile of circuitry with a cute pair of hips and a velvety voice synthesiser? It was impossible. Ridiculous. But here he was, experiencing the anxieties and thrills of a lover. It was dangerous in more ways than one. (He did not worry about Spurgo. His guess was that the pirate would be slightly annoyed, at the most, if he found out that his living doll was serving someone else's turn. Erl Spurgo saw Mitzi as a computer, thought Hertig, and that was that. He felt no urge to utilise her as an 'erotic companion'. As for love, the very idea of it would be preposterous to Spurgo. The pirate had hinted once or twice that there was a woman he still carried a torch for, a woman with blood in her veins: his schoolyard sweetheart back on Pluron. Reianne? Yes, that was it. Reianne.) So, one afternoon Hertig was waiting by the window of his bungalow in Gart, and he saw Mitzi gliding towards the front door. That's no computer, that's the girl who put the 'soft' in 'software', he thought to himself. He opened the door and stood back. 'Mitzi!' She smiled and stepped into the hallway. 'Through here,' he said, guiding her into the sitting room.  She could have been human. So very nearly. But that slight, to many people probably imperceptible, oddness made her appear all the more desirable to Kalat Hertig. Everything about her just jibed so well with him. He was getting excited. 'You like Barbattan tea, I believe,' he said, switching the kettle on to boil an infusion of fresh spring water. 'Barbattan? My favourite!' Yes, she would be able to drink the tea, she had a protocol built in. She couldn't taste it of course, but that made no difference to Hertig. She could swallow it and everything. 'May I?' he said, helping her off with her coat. She shrugged it off with a delectable, girlish action. Then she sat on the sofa, leaning back smoothly. Hertig did not sit beside her yet, the kettle was about to boil. He poured the scalding water onto the Barbattan leaves, stirred the pot, closed the lid, then put the tea cosy on the pot. 'You have a wonderful house,' she said. 'I find it comfortable,' he said, sliding in beside her and putting his right arm out so it was almost touching her back. She turned to him and smiled. 'You've got lovely eyes,' he said, getting close to her face. 'Thank you. You are kind.' 'You've got wonderful lips,' he said, putting his right hand on her left shoulder. It felt as if warm skin was sliding over a slender shoulder bone, all maintained at blood heat. 'Are you sure you want this?' she said silkily as he leaned in to kiss her lips. 'I want you,' he said, and she did not pull away. Though she did not hug him in return, she let him kiss her. He felt at her breasts, which were soft and firm as the ones he had read about in the first works of pornography he bought long ago. Her thighs were soft, her panties were flimsy and came down easily. He manoeuvred himself on top of her and he went into a hot, soft cave of what seemed like flesh, but not so moist. Suddenly it was as if an iron door had slammed on the most tender part of him, and he shrieked. 'Aagggh! What is it? What?' 'One of my protocols,' said the android. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 Nalgar, the tall, ox-like beer-quaffer Erloch Spurgo had got to know in the bar of the Royal Guard, had travelled with the living doll from the pirate's room to the taxi station in downtown Kellagad and on to Gart. 'You can stay here and wait if you like,' the silicone damsel said to Nalgar when the pilot put them down on a commercial landing field in that dead-and-alive hole and turned his motor off. There was a coffee place beside the stretch of road that accommodated incoming and outgoing flights. 'No,' said Nalgar. 'I'm sticking tight. I can't afford to take the chance of losing you. If you are behind a door I want to know which door.' Doors presented no problem to Nalgar. 'All right,' said the doll, 'but you will have to keep well back.' Nalgar grinned and nodded. She then had a word with the cab driver. 'Sure, I'll wait,' he said, then pulled out his Screenak and started to read his newly-downloaded Daily Shout. Nalgar liked it when he had a paying job to do that only required him to keep one thing in mind at a time. Erl had told him to keep close to Mitzi. If he let her out of his sight, he had to know where she had gone so she could call him if necessary on the alarm he carried in his pocket. Like that, everything was simple. She would be going into Hertig's house in Gart, and if a call came, Nalgar would break the door down and get her. Simple. That was the sort of work Nalgar liked. So he followed the silicone doll at a distance of twenty paces or so. She glided more smoothly than a real woman would, at least any woman Nalgar had had any truck with. When you were close up to this Mitzi it really was easy to forget that you were dealing with something that was clipped together and stuffed with wires and circuits. It was a shame that toys like Mitzi were only for the rich. Through the streets of Gart she went, past towers full of rooming units, past squat hovels, convenience stores, barbershops, and bars, over a yellow river choked with plastic and metal which were too low-grade to be worth harvesting. Even the inhabitants of Gart could find nothing there. Hertig's place was on a hill that accommodated four or five detached homes. These were modest enough, but much better than the other dwellings they had seen. 'Wait here,' said the satiny piece of hardware.  Nalgar found a spot where he could sit behind the capacious base of the statue of some ancient councillor from the days of Gart's prosperity. Mitzi went to the door and knocked. Nalgar saw the culprit open up, sweaty-faced and keen, and far too preoccupied to check if there was anybody else on the street . This was like a law and order job, thought Nalgar. He was there to do what he could to see that justice and property rights were served. And the fact that Erloch Spurgo was subsidising a trip on a smooth flyer to Gart and back and in addition paying a hefty fee, well, that was all for the good. Of course, Nalgar had nothing against Hertig personally. He knew him as an amiable swindler or entrepreneur, not bad-looking, not good-looking. A bloke who had been treated like a prince by that piratical Spurgo, and then intended to pay back his kind-heartedness with something else. When Spurgo had explained what had been going on behind his back, even after the doll had given the jerk every warning, well, Nalgar had agreed that he would go along with the satin doll when she went to perform a trick or two in her repertoire and show the friend of Erloch what was what. Though Spurgo was sure that his pretty chattel would handle everything, he had got Nalgar to escort her just in case after twenty minutes or so she had not come out. In that case, the door would have to be kicked in, the doll recovered, and Mr Kalat Hertig incapacitated or killed. 'Are you waiting for that Mr Hertig fella?' Nalgar swung round with his hand on the hilt of his knife. There before him was a bedraggled urchin of about twelve. 'Might be,' said Nalgar. 'He's new here, and he must be rich,' said the lad, and a crafty look passed over his face. 'He's new and he's got nothing to do with Gart, he brings his moneybags with him to pay his scoff. He might not realize how many people there are around here that it's not nice to know. You get me?' 'So, you think I'm a friend of Mr Hertig's?' 'If you were you would have gone into the house with the lady. To chat with him. Or so I reckon.' 'And might you be helpful to me if I was not so much a friend but somebody interested in Mr Hertig's moneybags?' 'I could probably tell you a few things, yeah,' said the boy. 'If the pay is right, of course.' 'Of course.'  Before Nalgar could get any useful information about the doings of Kalat Hertig in Gart though, there was a shriek from inside the house, the shriek of a man. Nalgar and the lad raced towards the door, but before they reached it, it flew open. Hertig staggered out, hunched over and walking with difficulty. There was blood all over the front of his trousers. He was gripping and squeezing at his crotch area and his mouth opened and closed like that of a landed trout. Nalgar liked it when the punishment fitted the crime, and he laughed. 
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  'Hey-ho the green holly, this life is most jolly,' Venner said to Julian that morning. Each of them got a bowl of soup and a hunk of bread then sat in among the roots of a tree. 'Jolly good show, Baas,' said the Hottentot. 'I wouldn't hate it if I never saw Hilldorp again.' They had barely finished their food when they heard a horn, then shouting and the clattering of steel on steel from the other side of the outlaws' camp. They made their way through the glade where many of the outlaws had thrown their blankets down the night before and they could see the helmeted soldiers of the Sheriff, some on horseback, taking on the band of sinewy, armourless outlaws. The bandits were falling to crossbow bolts and sword cuts, while bowshots found the gaps in many a chain mail outfit. 'How can we do our bit?' said Venner, looking around for a bow and a quiver, or anything. Robin had not yet equipped them with the swords and quarterstaves he had mentioned. Julian pulled his knife, then philosophically returned it to his pocket. Three soldiers came running at the two of them, yelling and waving their broadswords. 'No shame in running,' said Venner, but there was a war-shout behind them and Sir Franz and Robin himself came out to intercept the soldiers. They swung their swords valiantly and a man went down under Sir Franz's blade. The other two beat a hasty retreat. 'We brought you those,' said Robin to Venner, pointing towards a couple of magnificent-looking swords. Venner drew one from its sheath and hefted it. He was no fencer, but this well-balanced weapon made him want to take someone on. It felt light and responsive in his hand. Julian drew also, and began prancing in a fair imitation of some gallant outlaw. 'They're running,' shouted Robin back to them as he made his way over to join his sword strokes to those of his merry band. 'Let's get them,' said Venner. He swung his sword and flinched as a tearing sensation went through his side. He lifted his tunic. The wound he had received from the Zulu spear outside Hilldorp was red and inflamed. Sir Franz knelt down and looked at the injury, craning his neck. 'That needs attending to. The kind of help you can't get in Sherwood Forest.' He got to his feet. 'I was about to say,' he added, 'that your future, and mine as well, lies with the Earl of Pembroke who is in the hands of the Sheriff.' Sir Franz's eyelid flickered, as if he wanted to wink but something was stopping him. The forest bandits were driving the soldiers off. Venner wanted to join them and share in the victory. The smell of woodsmoke and trampled grass and leaves made him giddy. If it had not been for the wound which was beginning to fester after he had had to throw away the old vrouw's bandage, he might have run off at that moment. His world could have been Sherwood and nowhere else. 'Julian, do you really think you could make a new life here?' he said. The Hottentot slipped his sword back into its sheath. 'I could follow you and make one, Baas. Otherwise, no.' 'Very well, Sir Franz,' said Venner, 'show us the way to the Earl of Pembroke.' The burly knight led them down a slope beyond the camp where he had three horses waiting. 'These have got the Sheriff's gear on them,' said Venner with a grin when he saw the blue and white saddle cloths and enamelled bits. 'So have they,' said Sir Franz, indicating three blood-covered soldiers in a pile beside the trail. As Venner, Julian and Sir Franz rode towards Nottingham, Venner shouted: 'Sir Franz, I take it that you have men stationed inside the prison and a proper plan in place to enable us to free the Earl.' 'In that case, you take a good deal more than I know,' said the knight with a crazy laugh that reminded Venner of beer sessions in the bar back on the starliner.  They halted at an inn called The Elephant, where the innkeeper, a man Venner seemed to recognise from the Tortuga, directed three ostlers to take the saddles and bridles from their horses and transfer them to fresh mounts. 'I seem to know you,' said Venner to the innkeeper. 'You're a tech guy, aren't you? The way I've worked it out, and tell me if I'm wrong, is that the Earl of Pembroke, or Captain Cutter, will be able to lead us out of the Holodream Suite into the ship once we've managed to free him from jail. Yes?' The innkeeper, like 'Sir Franz', was reluctant or unable to bite the bullet and come out of character. 'You've got fresh horses,' he muttered, looking down at the straw scattered on the flagstones of the inn's stable yard. 'Good work, Gurth,' said Sir Franz, ushering Venner away and throwing a wink and a nudge in the innkeeper's direction. On fresh steeds they made the miles of woodland fly by. Boars and bears and a wolf or two fled from the sound of the three horsemen galloping through the glades. 'How much further?' Venner asked the knight when the latter called for a short break in their journey. Sir Franz was suffering the same symptoms as Venner, because he jumped to the ground and began massaging his backside. 'How many miles I couldn't say,' he replied, getting a wine skin from the saddle bow of his mount. He took a long pull of the stuff then gasped ecstatically, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 'All I know is, it's that direction,' he said as he handed the skin to Venner, pointing into the north-west. Julian had followed the example of the other two and jumped out of the saddle. He patted the rump of his horse and the beast grunted before beginning to munch the lush greensward of Sherwood. He then accepted the wineskin from Venner and drank. 'Baas, we are riding in circles,' he said. 'We have passed that tree with the dead branch twice already.' Venner went over to Sir Franz, who was lying on his back in the long grass. 'Julian says we have been through here three times now. We're going in circles.' 'What?'  'You see that tree there with the red leaves? Julian says this is the third time we've approached it.' Sir Franz got to his feet and walked towards the branch with the dry, red leaves. 'Now you mention it, he's right.' 'We can't be on the right track, then. So which way are we going to go?' ''What can we do,? There's only one road, and that's it. Let's ride!' said the knight. So they galloped on, though not so wildly as before. Venner was sure the tree with the dead branch was going to turn up again, but before it did they saw two men on the road in front. One was in a friar's habit with a shaved head and a rope around his waist. He was leading a donkey which had an old man in a hooded cloak sitting on it. 'Bless you my lads,,' said the Friar as they all jumped off their horses. 'Are we on the road to Nottingham, brother?' asked the knight. 'Yes,' he said, looking back along the way. 'That is where we are going.' 'I hope there have been no hangings of outlaws there recently?' said Venner. 'Hangings? No.' 'Do you know if they have any candidates for the rope in jail at the moment?' 'I have not heard of any. I have confessed no condemned men, at any rate.' Julian pulled Venner to one side.  'The Predikant there, he knows what a sinner I am, Baas. He does the rounds at Hilldorp, as well as this "Nottamun" town.' That wouldn't surprise me one bit, thought Venner. There was laughter among the bushes beside the way and a jester, one of those self-appointed idiots, appeared in red and yellow trim, with an inflated bladder on a stick and a pointed hat with a bell. Behind him trailed a half-dozen of the common folk from Nottingham, who obviously loved to enjoy the insults the fool scattered around him like chicken feed. Julian slapped his knee and grinned at the jester. 'You see something funny?' said the fool. 'I got you here,' said the Hottentot, pulling a pack of cards from his pocket and showing the joker dressed in the same red and yellow rig. 'I think you are the stepson to a witch if you can bring up my likeness so fast, for I never posed for a portrait yet.' 'Give 'em hell, Felix,' said an older woman amongst his admirers. 'Fine, Tilly,' he replied, 'I shall give them all but my best, because that is yours. Rest assured, dear girl, that my lips remain undefiled, apart from you.' 'He is an excellent rogue,' said the Friar, 'and speaks a good deal of religion amongst his tripe. I was saying, Felix, you can compete with any of these famous fools of kings and earls and princes.' 'I can compete and perchance I'll beat 'em,' said Felix. 'I am certain of it,' said the Friar. 'I am not as other men,' said Felix, bowing his head. 'Why do you say that?' said Tilly. 'After all, you want what other men want, as I know to my cost.' ' Never mind that, Tilly dear,' said Felix, 'the only fee I ever asked from you was to admit you liked it.' 'That fellow seems to keep himself to himself,' said Venner to the Friar, indicating the hooded fellow on the donkey. 'The Prelate? We must not intrude upon him. He has taken a vow not exactly of silence but of reducing his curiosity about the world.' Felix the jester's audience included first of all old Tilly his sweetheart, a cloddish individual called Hal, a woodcutter called Budge, plus a red-headed wench called Beatrice who gave Venner the eye.  There was also a doxy called Kate who played up to Julian. The Hottentot wasted no time and was soon arm in arm with her, then they went off into the shrubbery for some while. Then he returned with an even broader grin, while Kate followed, gazing at him in wonderment. Venner soon got steamed up when Beatrice was as they say 'all over him'. He knew of course that he was taking part in a fantasy under a glass bell, as it were. No one could be sure who was watching. If you committed an indiscretion you might end up wearing it around your neck like a gong for life. But what could he do? He had his needs, even here. The chick had skin like milk and the rest of it, and was big here, and well-rounded there, and she seemed to have the attitude that the devil could take the hindmost. So, thinking he was in line for a slice of this and that, he led the willing damsel into the shrubbery where Julian had just played a manly part. 
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'Now that I've got you alone, I can advise you to be ready,' she whispered. 'The men around you are good fellows, especially Sir Franz, and you'll be able to find your goal.' 'You mean getting out of this Holodream?' She stared at him as if wanting to agree, or nod at least. Venner realized that some protocol of the Holodream Suite must forbid that intrusion from the world outside. Hollis Pierpoint, of course, was labouring under the same restriction.  Venner was now feeling bitterly disappointed as a man. He had been thinking that a simple, buxom wench had taken a fancy to him on account of his natural advantages. Would it be possible to enter this other world and throw away the key as it were? Life in Sherwood Forest didn't seem so bad.  Earlier, he had been eager to enter the battle when the outlaws had driven off the Sheriff's soldiers. Perhaps he should have done so. If he had been wounded, even killed, so what? It would have been a life. There was a dizzy temptation in him to go sacrificial about it all. At that moment he felt he had the chance to dive right into the game for good and disappear as it were into the coils of existence alongside Julian and maybe Sir Franz.  The girl winked to him and pulled off her red hair which proved to be a wig. Underneath she had pixie-cut fair hair. 'We're all jobbing actors here, one way or the other,' she said, replacing her wig. When they got back, the others had broken open a hamper that came out of one of the donkey's saddle bags. There was also a skin of wine. Soon they had spread a blanket on the ground and were tucking in to cheese, bread, apples, nuts and dried fruit. 'You seem melancholy, Hal,' said Venner to the cloddish lad . 'Anything I can help you with?' Hal took a bite from the golden-crusted chunk of bread he was holding and stared down at his boots. 'It wouldn't be the soldiers, would, it Hal?' said Budge the woodcutter. 'The soldiers?' said Venner. 'Yes, they came rushing by and we hid,' said Budge. 'You're not outlaws, are you? 'No, but they might decide that being in Sherwood with no good reason is worth hoisting us on the branch of a tree. The good Lord himself knows what penalty they might put upon Kate and Beatrice. And Tilly here also, of course.' 'Would the Sheriff entertain that?' asked Venner. 'He might never hear of it,' said Kate. 'If he did,' said Felix the Jester, 'he might just decide to put on one of his come-all-ye exhibitions and punish us in the market square alongside our sons and daughters. He doesn't suffer sensible folk gladly.' They were all just starting to feel really satisfied and were settling back for an hour or so of repose when there came another rumbling of hooves and the ground was shaken by the approach of twenty or thirty steeds. 'The cave!' said Tilly, jumping up and grabbing at the apples and bread and the jar of wine. 'Take everything!' said the Friar, throwing a ham and every crumb of cheese and anything else he could find into the blanket. Then he picked it up by the four corners and led the prelate, still chewing, and the steadfast donkey, in the direction indicated by Tilly. Spreading out so as not to trample the grass too much, they found the cave in the side of a hill and entered. The entrance was obscured by the man-high roots of a great hollow oak. Once inside, they sat on the cold ground. Though they did not see anything, they heard a great roar of hooves as the soldiers thundered by. The sound receded. 'Let us wait some time before we go back outside,' said the Friar. 'We can stay here if we have a fire,' said Budge, producing steel and flint and a pocketful of tinder he had gathered earlier.  'No fire!' said Sir Franz. 'We could all end up kippered.' Sir Franz was sitting by the entrance looking out. With him was the Prelate. When the Prelate took his hood down, Venner recognised the face of the Earl of Pembroke, or the man who was on the outside world Ted Cutter, Captain of the Tortuga. This was a reassuring sight, and Venner decided to talk to him and Sir Franz further. Sir Franz was still peering out into the forest, anxious about the Sheriff's men. Suddenly he came dashing back into the cave with the prelate at his heels. 'What is it?' said the Friar. Sir Franz pointed to the light streaming in through the entrance. Two soldiers were peering at them. The helmet or armour of one of them grated on the side of the cave. 'We have you and it's better for you to come out now and not force us to come in. We'll smoke you out if we have to!' one shouted. His voice boomed around the cavern and trickles of dust fell from the walls. 'I'm going further in,' said Beatrice, the red-haired girl, 'I think I see a light up there.' 'Send out the Earl of Pembroke!' shouted one of the soldiers. 'Never!' bellowed the Friar, and his voice loosened the rocks over the entrance to the cave. The soldiers drew back and there was a roaring and shaking of the earth. What seemed like tons of rock fell into the passageway and dust filled the air. The sun no longer streamed in.  Everything was still, there was no light. Someone coughed and wheezed. 'Candles!' shouted the Friar, and Budge produced his flint and steel and lit a thick white candle that the Friar produced from a basket on the donkey's back. 'Is it a good idea to light candles?' said Venner, feeling his throat tighten. 'Won't it burn up all the oxygen in here?' 'Oxygen?' said the Friar. 'What's that?' 'Baas,' said Julian, 'before they lit the candle I think I saw what the red-haired girl saw up along the tunnel there. A gleam of light. That's a good way to go, Baas, away from this dust.' With the others following them, they began to crawl. 
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  The guys in the Cybertech Unit felt they were getting close now to being able to pluck their people out of the malfunctioning Holodream Suite. 'The Captain and Pierpoint are in that baby performing miracles,' one geek told Latonia. 'I only hope when we get friend Venner out he'll appreciate what they've been through.' 'If they had let me in there I could have done something, I'm sure of it,' said Lonnie Pascoe, who was standing beside Latonia. 'Well, the Captain overruled everybody,' said the geek. 'If anyone on that level went in it should have been Commander Flax, but Captain Cutter pulled rank you might say and barged in to do his bit. And I must admit he has coped OK so far, sticking to the parameters we were talking about earlier, and that's not so easy when you're in there. If you go in and start chipping away at the illusion of it you will throw the margins out, man. Then everything could pop, just literally POP.' 'So there's Venner, the Captain, and of course, Hollis in there,' said Lonnie. 'Yes, we authorised Hollis Pierpoint for various reasons, the chief one being his security clearance. How much he knows about anything is anyone's guess, but I would put it high.' 'He underplays himself, that man, but I would value his contribution in a fight above that of practically anyone else on board,' said Latonia. Lonnie reddened. 'I just wish I coulda done my bit too,' he said, 'particularly as I was the only one hip to Drax's game when he threw Venner into the Holodream.' 'That's true, Lonnie, no one might have known what was going on otherwise,' said Latonia, putting her hand on Pascoe's shoulder patronisingly.  Anyone else might have squirmed, but Lonnie liked any kind of touch from Latonia. Commander Billy Flax, Cutter's First Officer, entered the studio with a handful of passengers. 'They are not really allowed in here,' the geek said to Latonia. 'Talk about clearance, theirs must be nil,' she replied. 'They could be bug-eyed agents from anywhere and we wouldn't know. What's the idea of bringing them in here, they'll get in the way, won't they?' 'Billy is throwing them a bone, They're on some sort of a panel the passengers got up,' muttered Lonnie, who had been enjoying the confidence of the Captain and Billy Flax ever since his tussle with Drax Deerfield in the corridor of the Holodream Suite. 'Why has he got to throw them a bone?' asked Latonia. 'Because,' said the geek, 'so much of the Tortuga's energy is being directed into the Holodream Suite right now that it's safer not to continue the cruise, which is what they've all paid for. It's better just to hang fire.' 'For now, anyway,' said Commander Flax, who had caught the tail end of their conversation. 'We can get about on impulse power if we need to, of course, but there's insufficient energy to go into warp, if we should need it. That means we are basically hanging in space. So the passengers just have to amuse themselves on board. We'll soon be in orbit around the next planet on the itinerary, and everything will be jake.' Commander Flax introduced the geek to the passengers, and the geek explained what was being done in the Holodream Suite: programs were being rewritten around an unfortunate passenger who had got into the machinery and must be got out without being mangled. In addition to this, a lot of the ship's power had had to be diverted into the Holodream Suite to create new environments off the cuff as it were. This meant that temporarily they had to 'feather their oars', as he put it. Afterwards, the passengers came around and shook hands with them all and left. 'It's great that he was able to calm them all down with a satisfying explanation,' said Latonia. 'They could have caused a lot of trouble.' 'Yes, but if that didn't work, we've still got 'em you see,' said Billy Flax. 'Look at this.' He handed Latonia a piece of paper with a section underlined. 'The Captain or his surrogate' she read, 'may change course or adhere to no course, as necessary, to maintain the safety and integrity of his ship.' 'Every one of them signed it when they booked their passage,' said Flax. There was a commotion at the door and a red-haired girl in a cotton dress and cloak appeared. She brushed dust off her clothes. 'You got out already? Through the vent?' said the geek.  'The route out just naturally led that way,' she replied, taking off her red wig to show pixie-cut fair hair. 'How are they doing?' Flax asked the girl. She smiled.  'Amazingly! It was like a second life all right in there, I can understand those people who go crazy for it and never want to come back to this same old game of long hours and hard-earned credits.' 'Did you manage to slip the note to Pierpoint?' 'Yes,' she said with a sigh, still exuberant, but starting to adjust back to her normal working conditions. 'The others were following me out of this cave we were stuck in. They should be coming through too by now.' 'Out to the corridor, then!' said the geek, and all of them, including the girl, trotted out to the ship's corridor to wait by the grating where, some days before, Venner had emerged and gone back in again with Julian. 'Damned weird way of getting out of a Holodream, I would have thought,' said Lonnie to Billy Flax. 'She went in the normal gateway, I take it, just like any passenger? And then she came out down there along the skirting board like a rat? Why couldn't she have just walked out the way she went in?' 'Well,' said Flax, 'the air duct was a way that worked for Venner, so, things being as they were, all improvisation like, it was decided to stick with it.' 'This is all cutting edge we've got here today, man,' said the geek. 'We're just winging it as we go.' They turned a corner and there in the corridor was the grating on the deck, and alongside it a small pile of dust. 'Hopefully they'll soon be out,' said the geek, and they all got ready to wait. Some sat on the floor, some leaned against the wall. Word had gone around the ship, and an eager crowd of passengers and off-duty crew was soon filling the corridor. Every eye was on the humble air vent.  'Send for security just in case,' Flax said to an officer with a grin, 'but the folk can watch it all, if they remain orderly. They deserve an eyeful. They'll relish the sight of their Captain emerging out of the bowels of the ship just like a big hero ready to be covered with tinsel.' There was a rumbling behind the wall and soon a head appeared and a pair of manly shoulders. Somebody crawled out. It was Lupo Venner. 'A Top Hat! Give us a song!' someone shouted, and there was laughter and a round of applause. Following him was a coffee-coloured man who was unknown to the passengers, but he too got a round of applause. Next was Captain Cutter himself, wearing a hooded robe. Last out, and with some difficulty, was that ball of fire with a laugh on his lips known as Hollis Pierpoint. 
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  In no time the passengers on the Tortuga, that is to say those who had noticed any difference, sank back into their holiday routines. There would be no more inconveniences now the ship was vibrating once more with the pulsations of the ship's reactor. (Though Cutter insisted the difference could not possibly be felt by either passengers or crew, many swore the opposite.) At any rate, the starliner resumed its silky pathway across the galaxy. Venner, like the others from the Holodream Suite, was put on a recuperation ward, in a room on his own. He was happy to have some bed rest, and they had provided sweets and fruit and magazines  'You are in great shape,' said a security officer who had just been briefed by the consultant who was checking out the Holodream evacuees. 'The only glitch is that scratch on your side, but since you've had the infection laser-lanced, it's now all but healed, what?' 'Yes,' said Venner, who had been surprised how quickly the suppurating cut had responded. 'The only thing is, we've been wondering about your companion, this Julian fellow?' 'Julian? Is he all right?' 'Oh yes, tip-top. Amazing, really. After all, he's only what our tech friends call an Outline. So what's he doing here in the big world?' The officer, a tall fellow with a bland face and a pencil moustache, looked at Venner as if he could be part of some kind of immigration scam. 'All I know is, he helped me, and actually saved my life, in Hilldorp in South Africa, in ancient Rome, and in the leafy depths of old Sherwood Forest.' 'You mean he travelled between scenarios too? They say that's impossible.' 'Well, he did it, and so did some of his friends. Don't forget, the Holodream world was quaking at the seams. There were any number of anomalies in there at the time, if you ask me.' 'You're probably right,' said the officer, making a note on his palm screen. Venner's next visitor was Latonia Fletcher. He had heard from Pierpoint all about her crash landing with Helen in the corridor of the Tortuga.  He gave her a brotherly hug. 'Where's Helen?' he asked. Latonia could be irritating and cloying, but Helen was something else. 'I haven't seen that much of her since returning to the ship,' said Latonia. 'I'm sure she's heard about the great news from the Holodream Suite though. Everybody has.' 'Is there anything wrong?' said Venner. 'You're glad you got out of that Holodream aren't you? You look sort of forlorn. I thought you'd be dancing.' She grinned. 'Of course I'm glad to be out. We're all exhausted though, aren't we? But they do say you get a high in the Holodream that you will never find out here, and it's a come-down.' 'Oh yeah, I'm with you on that.' 'But Ven, I have to tell you something. I only came aboard the Tortuga in the first place, and I only followed you into the South African scenario, because I had been commissioned to do so.' 'What, someone instructed you to follow me?' 'I wouldn't have been on board otherwise.' 'To follow me, that's why you're on board? I thought you must be an heiress of some kind, sent on a trip by an indulgent father.' 'I was sent from Pellax by the Patriotic Resurgence.' 'I've heard about them, vaguely,' said Venner. 'They're still not out in the open, but they're not crackpots. They're going to throw the Galerians out if they can, and they want you, as the heir by blood descended from the Ralladarians and Kleissenbergs, to become king.' Venner went to the window and looked out at the blackness of space dotted with pins of fire. He forced a laugh. 'All my life I've known there was something strange going on somehow, something concerning Rollo Ralladar, and that I had a part in it.' 'Well yes, you've got a massive and glorious part in it and in the history of Pellax.' 'Maybe I don't want it!' he shouted. 'It is your birthright and, really and truly, your duty.' 'That may be your opinion. I'm saying I'm not sure I want all that. I wouldn't know what to do, I've had no training for the role. You have to be brought up to it, don't you? It's not just an instinct.' 'They know all that and it doesn't matter. The main thing is that you are the son of your father. And I don't mean Wallace Venner. You are healthy, you're sane and you are resourceful. There will be plenty of advisers to help you to govern, so you don't have to worry about that.'  'I would rather pass the cup.' 'You would? You must remember if you do that, go your own way, you'll be on your own so far as your security goes. The Galerians won't simply write you off and leave you to go on your merry way. They'll want to get rid of you because there's always the possibility that one day you'll change your mind, or be persuaded, or forced, to contend against them. Because that's a pretty good right to the throne of Mazarat and the whole Empire of Pellax that you've got running in your veins. I was in contact with the leader of the Patriotic Resurgence yesterday.' 'What, this Tak Vakrovar?' 'Yes, he's the man who recruited me back in Caram City and gave me my ticket for the Tortuga. Won't you at least let me tell him that you are willing to hear him out?' 'Just leave me alone for now, Tonia. I have to clear my head before deciding anything. It's like a whirlwind at the moment. By the way, do you know where Julian is?' 'Julian? Yes, he's down the corridor, next to where I was. I think he's Room 17.' 'OK, I'll go and see him.' 'Shall I call back, uh, in a little while?' 'Yes, come back tomorrow, but don't build your hopes up that I'll be leading any attack on the Galerian crowd. I don't love them by any means, but I may just decide to leave it to settle itself.' 'You'd throw away a kingdom, literally?' 'Let's talk about it tomorrow.' When she had left, giving him a sorrowful look that didn't seem to him to have anything to do with politics, he went along the corridor to Room 17. It was empty. He turned to look for a nurse to ask where Julian might be when a white oblong of paper propped against a lamp on the side table caught his eye. It was an envelope addressed to 'Mr L. Venner'. Julian must have got this from one of the ship's 'candy girls' who pushed trolleys full of magazines, sweets, and cigars around the corridors. The card inside read: 'I could stay no longer. I must return to the veldt until I can see you again, my Baasi. Yours, Julian.' 
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  'That damned Drax needs his ticket punched,' said Prince Barratat on the steps of the Royal Guard after leaving Spurgo's suite. 'I might get you to deal with him, Russ. He's just a flyweight. man, and needs swatting. Just an incompetent idiot. And did you see the way he sucked up to that snub-nosed pirate? As for Mr Erloch Spurgo himself, he doesn't know what he'll be missing, man. He had a chance to be in with us, but he's started to draw some heavy shit down onto himself this morning, I tell you that.' The Prince conferred briefly with Tyler, giving him couple of errands to run. 'Meet us back at Countess Palodia's residence this afternoon,' he said. Russ tried not to squirm around in the taxi headed towards the mansion of Countess Palodia for lunch. It was not the first time he had had to sit there while the Prince cursed out the latest scaly-back who had incurred his anger. As for their destination, Russ was surprised. He had expected to go back to Drax's gaff. He had not thought he would ever see the Countess's place, but for some reason the Prince did not seem to wish to part with him for now.  Lounging back in the smoothly gliding air taxi, Barratat started getting nostalgic about Pellax. 'Everybody understands our claims on the throne of Mazarat are better founded than any of those put up by those pretentious guttersnipes the Kleissenberg-Ralladarians,' he assured Russ. Tyler did not show up that afternoon, nor that evening. The errands the Prince had sent him on must have been completed long ago, he should have been back. But the next morning the police called at Palodia's mansion and delivered the news that his man was dead. Barratat cursed. 'There's even more shit falling on us than we thought. Someone is close up on us all right, Russ. Those same Ralladarians, you can bet, who shot at us on the way to Spurgo's. They are making things hot, man. And Drax is probably not the only rat leaving the ship.' That was as close as the Prince went to commenting on the loss of Tyler. Russ went out to a tavern to drink a cup of wine and spill some for the spirit of his comrade.  Barratat shrugged off Tyler, and he'd show the same consideration for me, Russ thought to himself.  Not that he had been any great fan of Tyler's, though they had passed as friends in the scheme of things. Tyler was a pig, but they had had some comradely times together. That night another wedge went in between him and his Prince. He had served him loyally, and accepted pay regularly, but so what? His Prince? Barratat Galerian did not seem HIS at all, actually. One good thing was that at Palodia's palace, as Russ thought of it, he had been given a whole floor, with a massive bath tub and a huge deep bed of furs and silks. The Prince had made his night there even better by leeringly handing him a catalogue of girls who were available from a nearby establishment. Russ carefully picked a companion for the night.  She was so good he wanted her to stay for breakfast. 'No, this lovely will have to say goodbye for now,' said the Prince, giving her a bag full of clinking baubles. He kept a supply of these about him, they eased the way on all sorts of occasions. The girl looked into the velvet bag and squealed with delight, barely waving goodbye to Russ. 'We've got some male company coming in,' Barratat said to Russ with a wink. Of the three fellows who came for coffee, two were Pellacians, from their uniforms senior officers of Mazarat's 6th Fleet. The other was an unknown man in civilian garb, but like the others he had the steady, watchful bearing of a seasoned flyer.   No names were given.  'It's an attack on the Tortuga I'm thinking of. Maybe we should just blast it out of the sky,' said Barratat. 'The Ralladarian tadpole is still on there, so maybe we should just blow the whole ship. Let him join his ashes with those of his Kleissenberg-Ralladarian ancestors.' 'We were afraid that was what you were leading up to, my Prince,' said the elder of the two officers. 'The starliner is Federation Accredited and carries more than six hundred passengers from places scattered along the rim of the galaxy. If the Tortuga were destroyed and suspicion fell on you, you would find the whole Federation of Planets ranged against you and your house.' 'No one must know, that's all,' said Barratat. 'Couldn't it be made to look accidental?' This frivolous afterthought of the Prince's was simply ignored. 'We mustn't forget we have twenty-two of our secret service agents on board the starliner, in deep cover,' said the younger officer.  'Are you saying they are irreplaceable?' 'Perhaps not, but these are high-quality men and women, loyal officers with years of training and experience behind them. Are they to be sacrificed just so that one man can be blotted out in the selfsame blast?' 'That one man, known as Lupo Venner, happens to be the biggest threat against the Galerian Dynasty,' said Barratat. 'And what are you, anyway, a squadron commander or an accountant?' Though he coloured up, the officer held his ground. 'There are many better ways of trapping or eliminating this Venner individual than attempting to destroy a Federation Accredited starliner.' 'That's right,' said the man without a uniform. 'We should also remember that the ship would be no pushover. She's got fifteen fighter bays, each of which holds a TR60. They've also got heavy armour throughout the ship, and dozens of state-of-the-art torpedoes.' 'These details are nothing to me as they were nothing to a common pirate who was able to board the ship without any trouble. I only wish he had stayed with me long enough to work out how to destroy it. I would have given him a totally free hand.' 
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  As he left Julian's room, Venner saw Helen coming towards him. Wordlessly, she slipped into his arms. 'I think Julian is back in Hilldorp now,' he said. 'I know,' she said. 'He was with us all the way, wasn't he, while we were in the Holodream. The security people were questioning me and Latonia about him and we didn't know what to say. Of course, we only knew him in Hilldorp. Because he went on with you, didn't he, to Rome, and Sherwood Forest?' 'Yeah, and it was impossible, according to the techies, that he could have come out here onto the Tortuga at all. For that matter, he should never have been able to get into Rome or Sherwood.' 'I know, I know,' she replied. 'If you ask me, that guy is more substantial than, say, that chap,' said Venner, pointing at a blameless passenger going by.  Helen laughed. 'I've felt the same way. But you're not entitled to express opinions like that, are you, Ven? Maybe even if you feel it you shouldn't say it because of your position in life?' 'Maybe I'd like to get away from it, my position in life.'The word is getting out,' said Helen, 'but only creeping like, one person at a time. It's not in the media. It seems the Galerians don't want it known, because you may gain supporters, and Tak Vakrovar is also keeping a lid on it as far as he can, hoping you'll return to Caram before it's generally known who you are. For your safety, you see.' 
  
* * * * * *
 

 Tak Vakrovar had been brought to the Sports Federation meeting hall in Caram under deep cover as he was almost as high on the wanted list of the Galerians as the Ralladar Heir to the throne of Mazarat himself. When the lanky sixty-year-old took the stand and grinned, slicking his long silver hair back with his fingers and grinning in that naughty-boy way that was his alone, the crowd clapped and cheered. 'People back on the bus there were asking me,' he said, 'about the right time to show our hand. Well, brothers and sisters, showing our hand will never be a clever policy at any time. We'll show them nothing, if it suits us. We don't just pootle around, we're not beginners here, we're veterans of more battles than one, most of us, and have got tricks up our sleeve the same as any practitioners, historical or modern, of the canny art of war.' Another eager round of applause greeted this remark. 'But tonight I will confirm that, as some of you have heard, we have been training far out on the borders of Mazarat, also in secret here outside Caram, and beyond the atmosphere of Pellax. Yes, we now have our own fighters and cruisers circling under various flags. 'I can add that we are getting support from the planet of Hortada Superior, which has declared for the Ralladar cause, and they are holding a fleet of battle cruisers ready for us, as well as giving assistance in the training of several hundred of our young men.' 'What about the Wellington?' someone shouted. 'Ah,' said Vakrovar, rubbing his chin and grinning cannily, 'I was forgetting. Yes, it's true that the former warbird FSS Wellington has been relieved of her more recent duties as a freighter and been refitted as a fighter carrier.' There were shouts of hurrah! as several of the men present had served on the ship in the old days. 'Is that old tub unsinkable?' shouted someone. 'The Wellington may be ancient,' replied Vakrovar, ' but she's got new engines, the latest armour, and best of all, we are lining up for her one of the keenest and bravest crews to be found in action anywhere in the cosmos. She's been reborn and relaunched and she'll see her glory days back again before long, you just wait.' 'And the Heir, what about him?' asked someone. 'We are in contact with him,' said Vakrovar, 'and I have hopes that he will join us, give us his support, though I must stress that he himself has been left unaware till now of his true inheritance. He's been living under an alias, as a commoner, not a blue-blood, making his living far from Pellax, which you will agree with me was a pretty sensible course in the circumstances.' 'Can we have his name?' called one fellow. 'What about a picture?' shouted another. 'No, my friends, that has to wait a while. At the moment nothing has been cast in brass. For all we know, he may actually decline to be our figurehead.' 'Never!' shouted someone.'Ralladar! Ralladar! Ralladar!' shouted the crowd. 'Well, yes, he may decline for all we know. I cannot tell him what to do, my friend, and neither can you. It's true that this prince has the cleanest Ralladar lineage of anyone alive, man or woman.' 'Ralladar! Ralladar!'  'I believe he is with us. But if he chooses not to take the throne, and he must have that supreme privilege which no one can dispute, we have a second stringer, a noble descendant from the Kleissenberg side of things. This gentleman, I assure you, will not refuse us the privilege of enthroning him.' 'Ralladar! Ralladar! Ralladar!' A bard got up and read out a brand new poem about the return of the golden years to Pellax. This was followed by two or three impromptu speeches from older fellows, some of whom frothed at the lips as they let their inspiration overtake them. The evening marked a true rallying of the spirit of the Ralladars (many present that night were wearing under mackintoshes or cloaks the old Ralladarian colours of dark red, black, and cream). The old songs were sung and the congregation made use of a pair of tables at the back of the hall which had been furnished with ample supplies of wine and snacks. As Vakrovar was partying alongside the rest, two grim-faced fellows from his bodyguard asked for a word. 'A man has come in from Kellagad on Jycona who would like a word with you.' Vakrovar put his cup on the table and stood up. Jycona? Kellagad? Prince Barratat had set out for those parts recently.  'Let's see him.' A slim, dark man with a muscular look came in, flanked by security. 'My name is Drax Deerfield,' said the newcomer, scrutinising Vakrovar with piercing green eyes. 'I was the man who pushed the Heir into the holographic clockwork on board the Tortuga.' And you come in here amongst all my clansmen and bareface me? thought Vakrovar. 'Well, it did him no harm. He jumped out of it only yesterday,' said the silver-haired statesman of Pellax. 'For that I thank the gods,' said Deerfield. 'Are you a Pellacian?' 'Yes.' 'And you wish to change your allegiance from the Galerian party to the Patriotic Resurgence?' 'Yes. I mean, I never really wanted to help the current régime, it just happened that way. It was Prince Barratat who sent me after our friend Lupo. It was that or the cobalt ray.' 'Well, you may be able to help us and in that way pay back the wrong you, uh, tried to do to our cause.' 'That is my desire. I hate the Galerians, I suppose I always have, and Prince Barratat in particular.''I am inclined to believe you. But we will of course have to do some backtracking on you, make the usual checks.' 'Of course, of course. If you talk about sacrificial, then let me tell you I am willing to go all the way in order to square my account.' 'What do you mean?' 'Give my life.' 'My friend, we do not expect our partisans to kill themselves in the course of the fight. The Galerians might encourage that battle tactic. We value life.' 'Life in whatever form,' said Lem, a friend of Vakrovar's who was the only person near enough to overhear them.  'Yes, Lem,' said Vakrovar with a smile, 'and when the price to be paid is the life of the foe, then we will snatch it away as fast as any.' Deerfield grinned and bowed his head. Vakrovar was thinking that as this man claimed to know Prince Barratat, he might be able to give some details that would be of help in the battle. He would have him debriefed. 'Anyone may have the power to help in the struggle to uproot this filthy régime of the Galerians.' said Vakrovar. You seem to be clever enough.' 'And I have some clever allies. I have been serving as an officer on the ship of Erl Spurgo.' 'Spurgo? Spurgo? Where have I heard that name?' said Vakrovar, turning to Lem. 'Erloch Spurgo. They refer to him as a pirate. He's been unloading freighters and relieving wealthy passengers of their baubles and credits all over the galaxy. His men are devoted to him and he's often seen in the seamy parts of Kellagad where the coppers go in pairs. He's tolerated by the justices, some claim. The people he has dealings with either become enemies who are too terrified to do anything agin 'im, or they take a shine to him and swear that he wears the last flower of chivalry in his flight cap.' 'So this brigand is your ally, and he might do something for us, is that what you're saying?'said Vakrovar. 'If there's something in it for him he will. I've got the guy's confidence.' 'You believe he can be a valuable ally for us, and a loyal one?' 'I trust him, for one. More than that, you can set me down as one of his devotees. Look, I think he could be a great help to your cause. He's got no love for Prince Barratat Galerian. He knows the Prince fairly intimately, enough to cordially detest him. Plus, Spurgo listens to me, and I assure you I am one hundred per cent Ralladar. If Venner were here now I would suggest we put him on the deck of Spurgo's ship, the Fish Eagle. He wouldn't be safer anywhere in the galaxy, I tell you. Plus the fact, Ven, as we called him on the Tortuga, would make a first-class companion for Erloch Spurgo, who is a brilliant leader. Who would suspect that your prince was on deck with a notorious brigand?'  
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  Whatever was between Venner and Helen Macready in the Holodream, the attraction they had at that time been too preoccupied to indulge, had now come into its own. Deep chats, kisses and embraces were now so natural when they were alone in their quarters.  'I never dreamed,' said Helen, 'that we could be like this.' 'Liar!' said Venner, gently biting her ear lobe as they relaxed in her cabin. 'No, really, Ven. Maybe it was just that back there amongst the wide open spaces and the Zulus and Boers I for one was all snarled up inside. I was insecure.' 'As for me, back there on the veldt I always had some sort of a notion that there was something between us two that could break out at any time, baby.' 'I thought so too, but you seemed to have an understanding with Tonia, and that cramped my style considerably.' 'I think Tonia believed there was some sort of understanding between me and her, too, for a while. She's a looker, but not my type. Any more than poor old Lonnie is her type.' Helen had been rendered tongue-tied at first by the magnificent prospect of Venner's heritage. 'You have to go for it, don't you, Ven? You have to take it!' 'But you see, it's not as if it's all wrapped up in tissue paper for me, ready to pick up and get into and receive everything on tap,' said Venner. 'There are such people as the Galerians, you know, the current holders of the crown, and to go for it might well mean putting my neck out for the axe blade. I have to ask you, darling, not to mention anything about this, my prospects as king and all that. Don't even raise the topic of the royal houses of Mazarat, not with anybody.'  'Who knows about all this, and who doesn't?' asked Helen. 'Don't concern yourself with that. Assume nobody knows, that's the safest. I'm pretty sure Cutter is unaware of that side of the question. So far as he's concerned, he went into that Holodream Suite to save a member of his staff and that was that.' Oddly, Cutter was the next person they spoke to when they ran into him in the corridor. 'By the way,' the Captain said to Venner, 'a number of people have said why can't you two Top Hats get it together again now you're back out here on deck.' 'You mean there's still a demand for that old stuff?' 'Of course there is. They've seen a Top Hat come out of the clockwork of the Holodream, still in one piece, and what's more natural than for them to want you up there singing with Lonnie Pascoe again? They don't understand why you ever stopped.' 'I stopped because my contract wasn't renewed.' 'Are you serious? Who was it that didn't renew it? He didn't ask me, whoever it was. You and Lonnie were a popular duo. I even listened to some of your stuff myself.' 'Riley couldn't have thought I was any good. He renewed Lonnie but not me.' 'Bill Riley in Entetainments?' 'Yeah.' 'Well, fuck him. If he didn't like you, Ven, the passengers certainly did. You're back if you want it. Lonnie has been playing on his own recently, you know. The other guy dropped out.' 'What, Vince Crotchett?' 'Yes, according to Lonnie he didn't like to work on the songs like you did. He skimped.' 'He didn't get the harmonies like the original Top Hats, I for one noticed that much.' said Helen. 'The Top Hats were something else, man.' 'Well, people called them harmonies, but we just sort of blended it in in our own way and it worked. Lonnie can't read a note on a stave any more than I can.' 'But he can sing one, stave or no stave, and so can you,' said Cutter. 'You can take it from your Captain, Ven, that it's there if you want it. We can have the rebirth of the Top Hats, or relaunch, like. For now I've got to get back to the bridge,' he added, raising his hand as he left. 'Would you like to relaunch the whole project then, with Lonnie?' said Helen. Venner grinned and flexed the fingers of his left hand, as if changing from one guitar chord to another. 'There's nothing like it when you're playing your chords and throwing in a few improvised notes in E, or A, or whatever, and singing a great lyric.' 'There is one thing, though that I hadn't thought about,' said Helen. 'What's that?' 'Well, with things as they are, you may not want to be in the public eye. I mean the Galerians, even if you renounce the kingship for ever more, they're not likely to sit back and let you go on your way, are they?' 'They're probably going to be able to track me down, no matter what,' said Venner. 'But you're right, I don't have to make it easy for them.'   'Are you up for seeing Lonnie and Latonia tonight for dinner at the Coconut Lounge?' said Helen. 'Yes I am, I've got a lot to catch up on with Lonnie-boy. I really don't like seeing him with Latonia though, she's a player and Lonnie is too nice a guy.'  'Yes, he's too easy-going for his own good, isn't he. It's odd, because Lonnie is a tuned-in guy, no pun intended, who knows what's what. We've discussed these things before and he says he knows it's fatal to play it too keen in the "game of love", but it seems as if with Latonia he's forgotten all that. Can't help himself.' 'Yes,' said Venner, 'he can't follow his own advice in her case because to him she's different, I guess. That's the way he must be looking at it. He's making a fatal exception, in her case.' 'There's a lady I was talking to who will be joining our table tonight, if that's OK.' 'Who's that?' 'A young widow, Mrs Clark. I don't dare hope that she will catch Lonnie's eye, but it would be wonderful if she did.' 'What is she, a looker?' 'She is. And carries herself like a princess, though she confided to me that she started out on Pluron.' 'On Pissy Pluron?' said Venner. 'Yeah, if you like the term.' 
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  'Look around, Lonnie boy, that's enough of a kingdom for anybody,' said Venner in the Coconut Lounge as they waited for the ladies to join them.   The old passengers, the older, and some newly revivified by therapies and lotions, were seeping into the bar room. There was a frolicsome air, things were back to normal, the ship had resumed her course and the next stop-off was scheduled for such and such a minute on the timetable.  There were younger passengers too, naturally, but the Top Hats' following was mostly made up from the greyhairs, and philosophically the pair of them drew strength from seeing them in force. 'Doesn't it sometimes seem as if the Tortuga is one big gated community in the sky? And we're just here to massage the nostalgia of superannuated millionaires?' 'The thought nibbled at me once or twice,' said Lonnie. 'I don't want to knock the audience, because it's on their account that I'm able to enjoy a pleasant lifestyle and at the same time build up a credit score that will allow me to follow my inclinations in a few years. I may even return to Earth.' 'I didn't think you had any inclinations to do anything but sing.' 'Well, yes. What I do is what I do, and singing, to me, is timeless. When I strut the board and pump up the Tunesmith I enter a magical realm. But everybody's got the day-to-day to cope with. You can't warble from dusk to dawn.' 'Not even the humble Trinakian nightingale can do that,' said Venner. Helen came gliding in, wearing a long light-blue dress. With her was a young woman in a similar dress in pink, with a black arm band. 'She's a widow?' said Lonnie. 'She hardly looks old enough to have taken the vows.' 'Life moves fast on Pluron, as her husband found out,' said Venner. 'He had not been shaving very long.' 'Sorry, Lonnie, but Latonia pleaded a headache,' said Helen, as the two girls came into earshot. Venner saw Lonnie's face fall. Helen leaned forward to kiss Venner's cheek. The men had stood to greet the ladies. Helen made the introductions and Lonnie pulled out the chair for Mrs Clark. When the waiter had received their orders and they were all getting into a brace of bottles of black wine from Mobius II that the waiter (a keen fan of the Top Hats) had recommended, Venner said to Mrs Clark, or Reianne as she preferred to be called, 'Is it true that you come from Pluron?' 'It's true,' she said. 'I'm probably the only person aboard who does. I mean, even taking the crew into account, down to the cigarette girls. You can't get far if you come from 'Pitiful Pluron',' she said, quoting the title of a recent holodisc show that had been a huge hit. The young widow's eyes flashed, but then her glowing smile put everyone at ease. 'Reianne's husband, who was also from her home planet, was a pilot. He made wing-commander at the age of twenty.' 'Yes, in the air force of Lartis Galerian,' said Mrs Clark. 'His Majesty graciously awarded me, as his widow, the honorarium that allows me to cruise the galaxy and distract myself from my loss.' She looked down at the table cloth. What a cute turned-up nose, thought Venner. He was unable to tell whether Lonnie was taking her in or not. Lonnie just sat there playing the perfect gent. 'Of course everybody knows you two fellows,' said Reianne. 'The much-imitated Top Hats.' 'Yes, we were looking at some of our, uh, constituency going by just now,' said Venner with a laugh. The widow hardly seemed to understand at first. Venner waved his thumb leisurely at a table full of older and larger ladies with a fairly decrepit well-heeled and self-satisfied gent or two amongst them. 'Oh, not at all,' protested Reianne. 'You don't have to feel like that. You could swing anywhere, you Top Hats. You hit the groove, man! It's not just the early-to-bed crowd who go for you. I know plenty of teens on Pluron who are big collectors of your bootlegs.' 'What?' said Venner. 'Oh, I was hearing about that from Latonia,' said Lonnie. 'Apparently there have been people secretly recording our sessions, sometimes via the Tunesmith I believe.' 'I don't think you need to see it as a problem,' said the widow. 'It's getting your names out there.' 'I have always said they are great blues men,' said Helen.  'Blues? Really?' said Reianne. ' I always think of them first and foremost as balladeers. Or saloon singers in the mould of the mature Sinatra or Gollax Karlan.' Lonnie, glad as always to sing at the drop of a hat, began to croon 'My One and Only Love' in a fruity baritone, looking at the widow, who gazed right back at him with an enigmatic smile. 'But you were saying, your husband was a pilot,' said Helen. 'You have just come from Pellax, haven't you?' 'Yes, I was beamed aboard from Caram.' 'Is it true what we've heard, that there's uproar and revolution all over Mazarat?' 'I saw some demonstrations that were at first ignored by the government. The King made a speech to parliament but he was challenged by supporters of Tak Vakrovar, who is the big man these days.' 'We've all heard of Vakrovar,' said Lonnie. 'A lot of our followers appreciate the cut of the man's jib.' 'So you're from Earth itself?' said the widow to Lonnie. 'Yes, ma'am.' 'Well, to a lot of people that alone makes you a celebrity. Having just come back from the Other Earth, Pellax, I know you could make a killing there, for one. They lap it up, the same types of song, the show tunes and standards, the Johnny Matthis stint, and so forth, they are all the rage.' 'Your late husband,' said Helen delicately, 'how committed was he to the cause of the King?' 'As committed as to any other job. My husband was a professional flyer of fighters and not a politician. The rights and wrongs didn't concern us.' 'But before you left Caram you saw the demonstrations and could tell what the temper of the people was, yes?' 'Absolutely,' said the young widow. 'Something is rotten all right in the state of Mazarat. There are going to be changes. The King may hold the lid on the pot just so far, but the future I have to believe is with the Patriotic Resurgence.' 'I wouldn't say that too loud, because there are all shades of opinion represented here on board,' said Venner. 'In that case she can say what she likes. Come off it, Ven, we've got free speech here on the Tortuga, if nowhere else,' said Lonnie. 'I've heard reports about the forces mustering, Varkrovar's lot,' said Reianne, 'but the King has brought in mercenaries from all over, guerrilla fighters, special forces, and professionals like Terry.' 'Terry was you husband?' said Venner. 'Yes.' 'May I join you?' said an amiable voice. There stood Hollis Pierpoint with a smile fit to put anyone off their guard. Meanwhile Helen winked at Venner. It was clear that Lonnie was getting along nicely with the widow. 'Was that the Patriotic Resurgence you were talking about?' said Pierpoint. 'I must say I have some sympathy for them and if I were ten years younger I would more than likely enlist under Tak Vakrovar's banner. If they don't come up with a king, Tak will no doubt hold the reins for a while.' In other words, thought Venner to himself, you're another one who has heard I'm debating whether to take the crown. There were several other people present who were not afraid to praise up the romantic-sounding rebels of Pellax. In the midst of a barrage of toasts that were raised in honour of 'Tak Vak' and the Patriotic Resurgence, Latonia Fletcher happened to pass through the Coconut Lounge. She stood transfixed for a moment, seeing Lonnie Pascoe in deep talk with a beautiful woman. The occupants of the table were too wrapped up in their talk to notice Latonia. 
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  'Ship approaching, sir, it looks like a Pellacian destroyer,' said Billy Flax, after being alerted by a midshipman on watch. Dark gray, with the insignia of the Galerian dynasty on her bows, the  FS Reynolds bore down on the Tortuga.  'Shields up,' said Captain Cutter. 'There are also two behind us, sir who have just uncloaked,' said Flax over the top of his console. 'On screen with the Reynolds,' said Cutter, and immediately a superbly dressed commander in the Galerian colours of dark blue and gold appeared on the main viewer. 'I am Captain Leon Ravasio of the FS Destroyer Reynolds. You have no doubt seen that there are another two destroyers aft of you who are as capable as we are.' 'Yes, we've seen the Nightingale and the Landseer. We take it that as brothers in the Federation you are mounting an educational exercise.' 'I assure you we are not in class today, Cutter. Am I correct, my boys?' said the Pellacian space dog. 'ABSOLUTELY correct,' said a voice behind Cutter. He turned to find a sarcastic leer on the face of a steward called Groat, a fellow who had served him with ale many a time. Behind Groat were other treacherous staff members, with plasma guns in hand. 'And I'm afraid you can't count on your robots, this time, sir,' said Groat. 'They are locked in standby mode.' 'You may either let us board you peacefully,' said Ravasio via the screen, 'or you can transport to us one of your employees, a Mr Lupo Venner.' Cutter stood throttling himself in his own impotence. 'Even if he WERE aboard, you couldn't expect me to know him on a ship this size,' he spluttered. 'In that case,' shouted Prince Barratat Galerian, taking Ravasio's place onscreen, 'you must lower your shields and allow us to board, or taste our powder and suffer the, uh, discomforts of depressurisation.' Groat and the other traitors on the bridge flinched at this.  'By the way, you will not be able to send any messages to the Federation,' said Ravasio. 'Your communication systems are in our hands.' 'He's right, sir,' said Flax, after patting his own comm badge and finding it dead. Two signals officers on deck nodded in confirmation. 'If not today, the news will come out,' said Cutter. 'This is a Federation Accredited starship.: 'Of course the news will come out,' barked Prince Barratat. 'The news that the Pellacian fleet was able to apprehend a notorious traitor whose comrades are even now causing the deaths of innocent civilians in Caram and other cities throughout Mazarat.' 'He's got us, sir,' said Flax. All the colour had drained from his complexion into the roots of his red hair. 'We can't so much as order up a sandwich on our comm badges, let alone mount a co-ordinated defence of the ship. All we can do is go down kicking and shouting,' he said, touching the pistol on his belt, 'and we're willing to do that right now, eh, lads?' 'Just give the word, sir,' said a bulky ensign standing between Groat and another treacherous steward. 'No, my boys,' said the Captain. 'we've got six hundred passengers to think about. Seems as if we'll have to let them aboard to look for this fellow, what was it? Leonard Venables or something? I know they won't have any luck.' Cutter is one hell of an actor, thought Billy Flax to himself. The Tortuga's passengers were unaware that their starliner was under threat from three Pellacian destroyers. People were following their own inclinations: relaxing in their cabins, or shopping, or drinking. Some were in the gym. The Dorms buzzed with the murmur of conversation and the bubbling of laughter.  Stretched on a couch under a coconut tree with its roots in actual soil from the planet Jycona, was Lonnie Pascoe, thinking about the night before. Mrs Clark, or REIANNE. What a dame. Lonnie had felt she was interested in him, and he was more than willing to take her on. He would comfort the widow as he best knew how. A lazy exhilaration stirred his blood. Yeah, comfort the widow and make her like it. He stretched out with his eyes closed and the dappled 'sunlight' from the concealed light bulbs of the Dorms played on his eyelids. 'Lonnie.' He opened his eyes, expecting to see Reianne, the voice was that caressing and inviting. Instead of Mrs Clark, however, he saw Latonia. 'Tonia! Hi, kiddo!' She shrugged as if he had asked a question. She was wearing a big smile, glued-on like, and her hair, which she often kept in a bun, was down around her shoulders. He had told her he liked it that way. 'Lonnie, I'm feeling so lonely lately, after being lost in the Holodream, and all that.' He reached out and she grabbed his hand. They hugged. Surely, he was one of the luckiest men in space. What had he done that was so great? Whatever it was, he must have done it, and God was good. 'Shall we go to my cabin?' said Lonnie. 'Yes, please.' Hand in hand, they went to his pad where he turned the Tunesmith to a playlist of songs beginning with 'We Gotta Get Outa This Place' by the Animals.  'Like it?' 'Yes, it's wonderful,' she said, reclining on the sofa. Lonnie then laid her back further and made love to Latonia Fletcher.Afterwards he was in a trance. He could hardly believe it. She had had a silly smile on her face throughout.Afterwards she went to the bathroom. When she came out she was no longer smiling. She left him there with a sad wave of her hand. Lonnie rubbed his chin for a long time while the Tunesmith continued to play. 
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  Prince Barratat was one of the first to transport to the Tortuga and start searching for Venner. 'I know you regard this as a wholly justified police exercise, sir,' said Cutter, 'but I must point out to you that we are keeping a log of every single action that takes place on my vessel.' 'You shut your mouth, Cutter,' said Barratat. 'You have already had plenty of chances to hand this menace over to us. It's no good saying you don't know him, all you have to do is look on your computer, after all.' 'I have looked, sir,' said Cutter. (He had looked, all right, to check that the IT guys had wiped all mention of Venner, and altered his ID photographs too. They probably knew what he looked like, but maybe not. So far as the computer was concerned, the members of the Top Hats were Lionel Kilmartin Pascoe and Vincent Crotchett .) 'I must also ask you, sir, not to approach, question or in any way alarm my passengers.' Barratat waved his hand and swore. Cutter was surprised later to find that the Prince had in fact observed this restriction. Staff members and crew were questioned, and nobody admitted to knowing anything about Venner. One or two of the Galerians' undercover agents claimed to have seen him on the ship, but not one of them was enough of a music lover to know anything about the Top Hats. The traitors on board coalesced into a knot and followed the Prince and his retinue of half-a-dozen around the Tortuga. Captain Ravasio remained on the bridge of his ship. Though Barratat had been ready earlier to blow the star liner away if only he could be sure that Lupo Venner would be one of the fatalities, he had now seen the sense of limiting the damage. The fewer passengers who were even aware of this intrusion onto the Tortuga, the better. Though the Prince's people did not question any passengers, there was no reason why a passenger should not speak to them. A tall, dark-haired woman watched Barratat and a couple of air crew in fatigues passing through the Coconut Lounge and unobtrusively clocking the customers. 'Anyone particular you're looking for?' she asked a fellow wearing Galerian blue and gold jeans and jacket. 'An entertainer about twenty,' said the man, giving the passenger a special smile. 'Would you know of one?' 'I couldn't possibly say,' replied the woman. 'Are you out to award him a prize?' 'I can say this that he's a lad who may have great expectations.' 'A lot of people have those,' she replied cagily. 'It's this fellow Lupo Venner we want to talk to,' said the Prince's follower. 'Do you know him?' 'Ha ha! Yes, I know Ven,' she said. 'And you know where he is?' 'I couldn't tell you,' she replied. 'On the ship?' She shrugged. Aware that there was no way he could coerce any information out of a passenger, the officer grunted and started to move on. 'I can tell you one thing,' added the passenger in a gloom-laden voice. 'Yes?' 'A girl who could not fall for anyone, fell for Lupo Venner.' This information was regarded by the investigator as irrelevant. He consulted his wrist screen. The deck he was now on, deck eight, had been checked and he now needed to rejoin his companions on ten.  All this searching was to be followed through in a non-threatening manner. The odds were that this Venner individual was unaware that Prince Barratat and his team were aboard or that he was being sought out. This was simply a reconnaissance, on the off chance that he might fall into their hands. If Venner was not located like this, a sweep of the ship would be made by laser to check the DNA of everyone aboard. This process could easily involve rights infringement litigation however, and was to be the last resort. 'Are you looking for somebody, sir?' asked a steward. 'May I help?' As Barratat's investigator was sizing up the individual in front of him he felt a crushing blow on the nape of his neck that sent him spinning into inner space. 
  
* * * * * *
 

 It was Prince Barratat Galerian who recognised the man in question. As he strode along the corridor, he noticed a fellow with a long upper lip and wide-set eyes that reminded him of pictures he had seen of the Kleissenbergs and Ralladars, the enemies of his family. The man looked away and walked briskly towards the next turning. 'That's him! Lupo Venner!' said Barratat, nudging a military policeman who had a revolver and a pair of handcuffs on his belt. The officer put his fingers to his lips to whistle and two more bloodhounds began racing after the fugitive. These men had been issued with low-charge bullets supposedly incapable of piercing the ship's hull, and though warned to be sparing with these, they each took a couple of shots at him, aiming low. Luck was with the runner however. Until he saw three more of the Galerian troops barring his way. So it was that six men piled onto Lupo Venner and he was unable to land a single blow for honour's sake. 'So this is the heir of the Ralladars, is it?' said Prince Barratat with a laugh, puffing his chest out. 'He doesn't look to me as if he could make a convincing monarch. What do you say, lads?' The captive remained silent, saving his energy for the first opportunity to escape.  
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  Tak Vakrovar had arranged Drax a job as a steward on the Tortuga. The objective was to sound out the other menials and discover who were Galerians and in line for 'just cause' assassination. A 'tidying up' kind of a job, not pleasant, but necessary. Takrovar said that as far as he was concerned, this work would effectually wipe out Drax's record with Prince Barratat. Vakrovar had provided him with documents in another name, and had had him transformed with a seamless prosthetic make up and a blond dye job. Walking the corridors of the Tortuga like a new man was a thrill for Drax, and so far as his duties went, he had already identified two Galerian spies amongst the other stewards.  One of Vakrovar's experts had also presented Drax with a comm badge that tuned in to the waveband used by the ship's security. On this, Drax was able to listen to the voice of Hollis Pierpoint, amongst others. Consequently, he was aware of the three destroyers stationed around the Tortuga, and when he found out that Barratat and his party were coming aboard he decided he would temporarily set aside the mission he had been entrusted with and do what he could to rid the world of Barratat Galerian. After casually strolling the ship's corridors for twenty minutes he saw a couple of men in Galerian fatigues, and with them Prince Barratat. He felt the Prince's eyes on him briefly, very briefly. Evidently, his disguise was good. Drax shadowed them for a while, until they began chasing a man. In the next few minutes, by discreetly tuning in his comm badge he learned that they had captured Venner and were headed for the transporter bay. As he made his way there, he saw the girl who had jumped past him and into the Holodream to find Lupo Venner: Latonia, or whatever her name was. She was being questioned by another member of the party of Galerians who were after Venner, and she was giving nothing away. Drax Deerfield realized that the uniform of the fellow questioning Latonia would be a snug fit for himself, and would enable him to get close enough to Barratat to give him a wonderful surprise.   He motioned to Latonia to say nothing, then slipped up behind the fellow and delivered a hammer fist across the base of his skull. The fellow flopped out and down. 'Put him over here!' said Latonia, immediately entering into the spirit of the thing.  She did not, of course, know who Drax was, nor what he intended, except that as he was against the military he was probably for Lupo Venner.  Luckily there was no one else around and she helped him to lug the fellow into a utility room. The serviceman started to revive and when he sat up Drax gave him an uppercut to the chin which rendered him fully comatose. He then stripped the fellow, peeled off his own clothes, and dressed in the blue and gold fatigues.  'Do you know the transporter bay?' he asked, adjusting the peaked cap over his eyes. 'Of course,' said Latonia. 'Well, they are on their way there with Ven. Try to get to the entrance there first. Then here's what I want you to do.' 
  
* * * * * *
 

 The Prince got a call on his palm screen from the FS Reynolds. 'I have received a message from the office of the King himself, sir,' said Captain Ravasio. 'The Nightingale and the Landseer are to draw off and return to their star base, in fact they have now left. The Reynolds is to stay here purely for observation purposes.' 'All right, Leon,' said Barratat silkily. 'You won't have to observe much longer because we've found the party we were looking for. So that makes fifteen of us who will be beaming back shortly. Captain Cutter has given permission.' Barratat bowed to Cutter and pushed his way past Billy Flax. Waving to his party to follow, which they did, with Venner walking in the midst of them, he entered the corridor which led to the transporter bay. The other members of the party had been summoned by comm badge, and the whole group made their way through. Barratat got close to Venner and stuck close to the captive's heels. 'For a Ralladarian Pretender you don't have very much to say for yourself,' he jeered. Waiting at the entrance to the transporter bay were a slight-looking man and two women. They shouted over to a group of passengers who had started trailing Barratat's group. These were fans of the Top Hats who were either curious or outraged to see Lupo Venner being escorted by a party of soldiers. The man standing beside the two women was watching as Lupo Venner was escorted to the entrance to the transporter bay with Barratat Galerian and a couple of hefty soldiers giving him a helping hand. 'They won't keep you long, Ven, we'll get some more gigs,' said the slight man, and the captive nodded. 'No, don't let them take him!' shouted someone in the crowd that was coagulating on the heels of Barratat's men. More folk appeared on the other side, from an entranceway that led to the transporter bay, and they caught the shout from the other group. 'Yes, come on, boys, he won't be going in!' shouted an older passenger who looked as if he might be ex-military. Barratat's force did not want to hear this, and though there had been no hint of violence from the Tortuga folk except the odd fist lifted in frustration, several of the soldiers now drew their pistols. 'Steady, friends! Let them take him for now, this whole incident is being recorded,' shouted Billy Flax in a booming voice from amongst those following the band of blue and gold intruders. The passengers gathering to stop the transportation hesitated as if wondering whether to stand down, because Billy Flax was popular with everyone, as well as being authoritative and respected. Barratat's squad relaxed also, holstering their guns and standing easy whilst looking towards Barratat Galerian. The Prince walked over to the doorway of the transporter bay.  Next to the place's door was a disposal hatch camouflaged as a shelving unit. It was kept unbolted except when potentially harmful cargoes were being beamed aboard. Its existence was known to the senior officers on the ship, and the codes to open it were, in theory, known only to the captain. The hatch was fitted with a massive nanospring suction valve for emergency disposal. Billy Flax, for one, flinched as the Prince approached the doorway and the potentially dangerous hatch. Naturally, Flax believed that the bolt was on. Nevertheless, the very existence of that fissure in the ship's hull that could open and close while you were hardly aware of it, put his teeth on edge. Barratat for some reason hesitated in the doorway, looking around him perhaps in order to relish, before he and his prize were transported to the FS Reynolds, the disappointment of the Ralladar-supporting passengers. Then one of his men pushed through, smiling and patting the shoulders of his fellow soldiers. They must have thought he had some urgent news for Barratat. The Prince turned to him with a half-smile, then his face dropped as he did not recognise the man.  'What is this?' he said, and the man leapt. Flax realized that the newcomer's idea was to get his arms around the Prince and hurl himself and Barratat Galerian into the life-sucking, blood-boiling vacuum which is deep space. Equally swift though were the reactions of the Prince, who appeared to bow to the fellow engulfing him. This wrong-footed his assailant, who hesitated long enough for Barratat to drive a straight punch into his cheekbone and knock him off his feet. The man was slung against the unbolted hatch and in an almost-invisible blur was thrown into nothingness. The soldiers jumped at the Prince and pulled him away from the innocent-looking alcove. 'Let me through!' shouted Flax, who immediately touched a slide-out panel on the hatchway to infinity and entered the code which secured it.  Shaking himself free from his helpers, Barratat studied the faces of his soldiers. He saw nothing except shock and a sense of professional shame at nearly losing the Galerian prince who was their officer.  'Please, sir, go through,' said Billy Flax, waving his open palm. Barratat grabbed Lupo Venner by the collar and pushed him into the transporter suite, looking around carefully in case there was somebody else there with a notion. All was fine though, the techs were at their consoles. Barratat turned to a group of his men standing by. 'You five wait here and see that nobody attempts anything.' The soldiers drew their pistols and moved aside to watch Barratat and the others, including Venner, get onto the transporter pad. The technician made an adjustment then gently slid the gauge forward. The party glowed in a flickering fog of crystals and vanished from the deck of the Tortuga. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


- 58 -
  After leaving the deck of the Tortuga, Prince Barratat Galerian was surprised to find himself materialising on a smaller ship than the Reynolds, one painted in bold, innovative colours and manned by a crew of misfits. His prisoner was also taken aback, as were his men, who drew their weapons. 'You may drop off your prisoner here, Your Majesty,' said a voice that Barratat knew. He turned to see Erl Spurgo come out of the newly-opened lift doors to greet him.  For once the Prince was thrown. 'How did you do this?' he said, gesturing at the transporter pad he had just stepped down from. 'My new First Officer is talented in that line,' said Spurgo, nodding towards the android Barratat knew from Spurgo's apartment. 'She simply diverted you from the Reynolds to the Fish Eagle. She found it simple enough.' 'With help from someone aboard the Tortuga, no doubt,' said Barratat. Spurgo answered with an ironic smile. 'Your men will holster their weapons,' said the pirate captain. As Barratat's men hesitated, five or six unkempt villains moved towards them, brandishing knives and six-shooters. 'Sir, you are welcome to stay with us,' said the pirate captain to Venner. 'As for yourself and your men, Prince Barratat, I am sure you would be glad to see Captain Ravasio again, so please get ready to be beamed aboard the Reynolds.'  Slowly, and looking down as if composing himself, the Prince got into position, as did his soldiers. Before the man at the console did his business however, Barratat pointed his finger at Captain Spurgo. 'If I ever get you in a pitched battle!' 'It's strange you should mention that, Your Majesty,' said Spurgo, 'because a pitched battle is something we always try to avoid, eh lads?' Then before Barratat could splutter out a reply, he was transported to the Reynolds along with his party. Spurgo moved over to the bridge, where Mitzi, his First Officer, made room for him. 'May we transport you back to the Tortuga, sir?' the pirate captain asked Venner. 'Maybe I should stay here for a while, if you will have me. You certainly seem as if you're a good ally to have against the Galerians.' 'We're happy to have you, by Gar,' said Spurgo, grinning broadly. 'Let's break out some Veloran red, shall we?''Wonderful,' said Venner.  As it was, over the wine in the captain's ready room they discovered that they had a common friend in Drax Deerfield. (They were later saddened to discover that Drax was the man Venner had seen trying to throw Barratat out among the stars to cook, only to suffer that fate himself.) 'We have held our position here in order to check that the Reynolds withdraws, which l now see that it has. We'll have to bear in mind though that we need to watch for it, as well as the other two destroyers which may not be far away.' So Venner and Spurgo beamed over to the Tortuga. 'The Prince left some of his men on board here, didn't he?' Spurgo said to Commander Billy Flax as he and Venner stepped off the transporter pad. 'Oh yes, to cover his withdrawal, as he thought of it, to the Reynolds. Yes, they were here but he asked for them from the deck of the Reynolds after you had extricated Mr Venner, so we let him transport them over.' 'Oh, that's a pity, by Gar,' said Spurgo, carefully replacing a fingerless grey glove which he had just pulled off his left hand. 'We might have had a chat and heard a few amusing stories.' 'Not on the Tortuga, I'm afraid,' said Flax. The wide face under his shock of red hair showed two furrows above the eyes. 'Captain Cutter would not allow any, uh, unorthodox methods of interrogation.' 'Ha ha! What, not even a slapped cheek here or a tickle with a live wire there? Oh well, he's got his duties and he's got his superiors to report to, we mustn't forget that.' While Venner went to show his friends and Helen that he was well and master of his own destiny again, Commander Flax took Spurgo to see Captain Cutter.
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  Seated in the Captain's quarters with a cigar and a glass of rum, Spurgo made sure to keep his wits about him. Not only that, he had had two of his toughest and most intelligent crewmen beamed aboard. They were now standing just outside the partially opened cabin door. 'You have done some wonderful work today, my friend,' said Cutter. He was getting to like this bastard of a brigand. 'On the other hand, the true tale of it must never be told.' 'What, that you teamed up with a pirate?' said Spurgo, puffing blue smoke up at the ceiling. 'Well yes, that. Also, I can't be seen to have favoured either side in the war, if you like to call it that, which is being waged on Pellax between the powers that be and the Ralladarian contingent.' 'You just gave Lupo Venner a job, not knowing his origins, and paid his wages, then out of good fellowship helped him on his way, right?' 'That's the line that should be pushed, yes,' said Cutter. 'It also happens to be the true one.' 'Suits me. No one will know you provided me with information and, uh, technical help. So long as I get my part of the bargain too.' 'Ah yes, a chat with the lady concerned, and she, as a passenger on the Tortuga, being allowed to do what she wishes, whether that be to join you or continue her course with us ' 'Yes, she can have a little interview with me, even dine if she likes, and after that, who knows?' 'Of course.' The two men shook hands and the pirate, on his way out, checked his appearance in the full-length mirror beside the door. 'I was admiring the style of that jacket,' said the Tortuga's captain. 'Thank you, it's cut like the one worn by the Earth hero Horatio Nelson when he first met Lady Hamilton.' 'It could be appropriate then,' said Cutter.  Spurgo ran a comb through the biscuit-coloured quiff over his brow. 'Well,' he said, 'I was acquainted with this particular Lady Hamilton some years back, so it's not a real parallel, is it?' Cutter, who knew his history, particularly his naval history, agreed. Mrs Clark had answered a hand-delivered letter from an old school friend and had suggested they meet in the bar, not far from the Coconut Lounge but more select and smaller, called Roderigo's. The place had red velvet chairs and carpet, and few customers at the moment. It was dusky in there, and large primitive paintings were spotlit on the walls. 'Even if the place had been full up, I would have known you among thousands, by Gar,' said Spurgo, as he reached for the hand she lifted towards his lips. 'You remember the days of the 'Pirates of the Cosmos'?' said Reianne Clark as he took a seat opposite her. 'And that tricorn cap, yes.' 'I have often thought of you in the meantime,' she said. 'Thank you, most humbly. I can, in all honesty, say the same.' He briefly commiserated with her upon her widowhood, and as their coffee was served he naturally put his hand over hers on the tablecloth. 'You must have such an exciting and varied life these days,' she said. 'I have had to keep on the move,' he said. 'Do you think it is the kind of life you could share?' She laughed and stared down at her lap in confusion, a girlish habit that Spurgo remembered from Mr Dashak's class. She looked up at him, and to Spurgo her turned-up nose, full lips and clear blue eyes were like precious emblems of Pluron in days gone by. She was still so young! 'How did you know I was here on the Tortuga?' she asked. 'For the past couple of years I have had to be aware of a lot of useful information one way and another. Then in all innocence your name came up on the data bank kept by my First Officer. So I started to keep tabs on you. I hope you don't mind.' 'Did your researches have anything to do with the business with the Pellacian Prince, this Barratat Galerian?' 'They did, as a matter of fact, but for the moment the less we say about that the better,' said Spurgo with a smile. Though there were only a few people in the place, he had learned to beware of public spaces like this when it came to business. Also, he did not wish to alarm Reianne by revealing that at one time the Prince had thought about bringing the Pellacian navy's firepower to bear on the Tortuga, not caring if he destroyed the ship and its whole complement of passengers and crew. Spurgo squeezed her hand. 'I knew he was going to have his chaps tramping about on the ship here, so I had to see what I could do, because I knew you were on board. One of those sods might annoy you, and I couldn't have that.'   A crewman from the Fish Eagle appeared in the doorway of Roderigo's and raised his eyebrows, at the same time inclining his head in the direction of the transporter bay. Spurgo nodded and the man disappeared. 'I have to go. Things are in quite an upheaval out there at the moment, and I don't want to keep my lads waiting around in the line of fire of the Pellacian navy.' He got up and she sat higher in her chair, lifting her face towards him. So he kissed her cheek and hugged her. Her thin arms clasped him with a surprising strength. 'I still feel as if we are part of each other's lives,' he said, colouring up. 'Definitely!' she said. 'And it's wonderful.' 'It is, isn't it!' 'We must meet soon, now that we've found each other again. So make sure you keep those tabs on me, please!' He bowed and walked away carefully, so as not to lose his cool and start skipping. 
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  Lupo Venner walked the corridors of the Tortuga without a thought of what was going on beyond the ship's hull. He chose to keep himself as full of ignorant bliss as the most complacent, unpolitical, comfort-loving millionaire aboard as he searched for Helen Macready after finding her cabin empty. 'Have you seen Helen?' he asked a burly fellow stretched out on a bench with his legs over the arm rest. Hollis Pierpoint looked up from his Synapsis ereader. 'Ven! I was so glad to hear that you made it through. With the help of that crazy little pirate, yeah?' 'Yeah, thanks, Hollis. Helen. Have you seen her?' 'Me? No. She was there when you were led away by Prince Barratat, wasn't she. I'm assuming she knows you've managed to get back, but maybe not.' 'Ven!' shouted someone, a woman. Venner turned and saw Latonia Fletcher. She was beaming joyfully as she rushed to him and threw her arms around him. 'Oh, you're lovely,' she said. 'I'm so glad they didn't get you.' 'Tonia, where's Helen?' Latonia stood transfixed, with disappointment etched all over her face. She pointed back in the direction she had come from. 'Thanks.' Venner strode along through a hallway to a dimly-lit lounge area with a wall-sized curved window giving a view of space with star systems, planets and nebulae seemingly motionless. Sitting staring out was Helen Macready. 'Helen.' She turned and without hesitating got up and ran into his arms. They clung together, gasping and sighing, intoxicated by their reunion.'Ven! Ven!' It was the voice of Hollis Pierpoint dragging him back from fairy land to the deck of the Tortuga.  'I've had a message from Cutter,' said Pierpoint, pointing to his comm badge. 'I'm to help you get off the ship with as little commotion as possible. Priority. No expense spared, no detail overlooked.' 'To go where?' 'That's up to you. We'll have an armoured Wayfarer at our disposal, to take you wherever you want. After you leave, the Tortuga doesn't know you.' 'And Helen?' 'Do you wish to accompany Ven?' Pierpoint asked her. 'Of course.' So it was that Pierpoint ushered them through the ship and up the steps of a chunky Wayfarer that was soon speeding towards Pellax. Venner felt that, whatever happened, he owed something to Tak Vakrovar and the others behind the Patriotic Resurgence.  There had recently been reports that the Galerians had suffered some reverses at the hands of the rebellious Pellacian contingent and their allies. 'Metropolitan Caram is clear of the scaly-backed Galerians, for now at any rate, and I hope they can keep them out,' said Pierpoint. 'Not that I am anything but impartial when it comes to planetary fol-de-rols.' 'It would be great to show you Caram, Helen,' said Venner.  'You're aware I take it that back there on your home patch an agent of King Lartis Galerian could step out of a bush at any time, or be waiting at some corner for you,' said Pierpoint. 'Yes, Hollis, I am aware. That's why I'm thinking of taking on another identity.' 'What, get into make-up the way poor Drax did before he made his crazy rush at Barratat? Not a bad idea. You can have it done permanent now, I believe, quite cheap. No maintenance, they say.' 'Stay as you are, Ven,' said Helen, pulling at the sleeve of his jacket. 'Be yourself.' 'There is that too,' said Venner. 'I could simply own up to who I am and let fate take it. See what happens, throne and all.' 'It would only take a word in the ear of Tak Vak,' said Pierpoint, lighting up a cigar. 'I could have done with some time to turn these things over for a while,' said Vanner, scratching the back of his neck. 'As it was, I left the ship so abruptly, I even forgot to say goodbye to Lonnie Pascoe.' When the Wayfarer landed outside Caram, Pierpoint sent a message from the cockpit to the officials of the Patriotic Resurgence that 'a person of heft' was keen to talk about the 'royal houses of Mazarat'. After the putative Heir's identity was tested by a few questions and answers (Hollis Pierpoint, being an unknown, could not vouch for him), a meeting was arranged between the 'Spokesman', Tak Vakrovar, and Venner. The three friends hailed an ordinary air taxi and glided into the city. Venner had expected scenes of jubilation in the streets. He had thought he would see some of his old haunts thronged with rejoicing Ralladar partisans, but the fact was that the fights with the King's forces, which included battalions of mercenaries as well as men and women from Mazarat, had left the Ralladar forces with a tenuous hold on the city but little else. 'I have no doubt that we will triumph, but it may take more than the twelve or fifteen months we had accounted for,' said Tak Vakrovar. He smiled tenderly at the youth he had been hoping would help resurrect the kingly fortunes of the Ralladars and tumble the whole race of Galerians into the dust. 'It would be wonderful to see you take your rightful place,' he said. 
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Some time later Venner had Pierpoint and Helen sitting with him in Bailey's, a bar he knew from the days when he had got drunk with his pals at the highly-illegal age of fifteen. He and Helen had decided to leave Pellax. Pierpoint said he would fly them wherever they wanted in the Wayfarer before returning to the Tortuga. Once that was agreed, the three of them put away a substantial meal and a couple of bottles of black wine. A group of workmen and their wives, outspoken supporters of the Patriotic Resurgence, were sitting at a corner table close by. They were now finishing their meal and bidding each other goodbye. As the last of them went out of the door, Hollis Pierpoint walked over to their table and picked up a paper free-sheet such as were handed out at the meetings of the faithful. These things often had articles by or about Tak Vakrovar and his colleagues, many of which mentioned the mysterious 'Heir'. Often they included artist's impressions of what the Heir might be like, but none of these bore any resemblance to Lupo Venner.  'What's that?' asked Venner as Pierpoint, after giving the leaflet a glance, folded it and put it in his pocket. 'Oh, nothing.' 'Let's have a look,' said Venner with a laugh. He unfolded the flyer on the table and saw that along with other material there was a picture of Drax Deerfield before he got disguised. His heroic and fatal attempt to assassinate Barratat Galerian was there in black and white. 'Good old Drax!' he said. 'Yeah, he was one of the best,' muttered Pierpoint. The writer of the article certainly agreed with that verdict. He even conjectured that Deerfield could have been the Heir. 'WAS THIS THE FINEST RALLADAR OF THEM ALL?' asked the heading. 'Seems as if the reporter unearthed the fact that Drax belonged to a branch of the Kleissenbergs,' said Pierpoint, 'and from that made the link to the Ralladarians. The fact that Drax very nearly sent Barratat out among the stars to fry gave him the hero rating.' Venner sighed. 'Drax was a prince among men,' he said. 
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