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Part Three: Sophie Walker 

 

1. Sophie is fourteen 

 
‘It’s Sophie’s fourteenth birthday on Wednesday,’ Glenda Bradley remembered aloud. She 

turned to her eldest daughter. ‘Are you planning anything, duck?’ 

‘Her dad is taking the afternoon off work,’ said Julie Walker. ‘We’re going to have a bit of 

a do for her. Her friends have all had parties and it seems unfair not to.’ 

Glenda Bradley breathed a sigh of relief. She had been afraid that Julie – never the most 

devoted of mothers – had forgotten. ‘What sort of a “do”?’ she asked. 

‘She’s having a dozen friends round for tea – they’re having a buffet, David and I are 

sorting that. Then they’ll have music and half of them are sleeping over. Then on Saturday 

they’re going to the Odeon in town to see that new film everyone’s on about: ‘Desert Hero’ 

or whatever it is.’ 

Glenda nodded. It all seemed pretty satisfactory. She knew that Graham would be unhappy 

at not being involved, however. He always asked after Sophie, and gave Glenda money to put 

towards her own presents to Sophie. She never told Sophie that her uncle contributed towards 

them. 

‘I hope it all goes well, duck,’ she said. ‘It’s a pity I can’t help: Jon and I are going out that 

day.’ 

‘Uncle Jon told me. Susie’s offered to come and help, so it doesn’t matter.’ 

‘That’s good.’ Glenda thought privately that she would prefer not to be around to see 

Susie lecture Sophie and her friends on the sin of partying. Susie was becoming more and 

more rigid as she grew older. She never seemed to go out, and she didn’t even have a 

boyfriend. ‘Do her good to get out for a change,’ she added. 

‘I thought so. I told her that if she didn’t come, Graham would probably volunteer, so she 

agreed like a shot.’ 

 

Sophie had already told her uncle all about it. ‘It’s going to be a real party, with a cake and 

decorations. And we can dance till midnight: Dad’s fixed it with the neighbours.’ Julie and 

David had moved out of their flat when Sophie was ten years old, into a house where there 

was more space for varied activities. ‘And Bill and Jack and Anne and Sally and Elma and 

Sean are sleeping over. I’ve never had a real party before. I’m so excited!’ She looked into 

Graham's face and said, ‘I wish you were coming, Uncle Graham.’ 

‘So do I, but your mum would be furious.’ 

‘We’re going to the pictures on Saturday. Could you come then?’ 

‘The cinema? Won’t your mum be there?’ 

‘No. Now we’re all fourteen she’s letting us go by ourselves. You could meet us there.’ 

He nodded. ‘I can’t promise, duck, but I’ll do my best.’ 

She threw her arms about his neck and hugged him. ‘Thank you.’ 

He hugged her back, and realised that he was really looking forward to it, and wondered 

why. 

 

Rose McCrae, head of Security, vice-president of the Galactic Federation and Graham’s wife, 

knew why. Her husband found the tedium of government very trying. Once one has adapted 

to the intoxication of the power, much of government is a daily grind, interspersed with short-

lived but terrible crises. He got around the mindless tedium through his adoration of her and 

enjoyment at being in her company, and through interspersing his days with trips to see his 
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various officials and colleagues. He had become so skilled at ‘stepping across time’ as he put 

it that she hardly noticed his absences, but she knew he went to Gustu planet every day to see 

the little Gustu woman who had come to the signing of the peace treaty between the Galactic 

Federation and the Empire – Anja Rosa, the former pirate who was now second-in-command 

on Gustu – and he went to the planet of Halleh to see General Aoan, and to the planet of 

Thorion to see the Emperor. Sometimes they were in other places than these, but in her 

mental list Rose had them placed there. She knew he also went to other planets because her 

own agents reported back to her that he had been there and had conducted business, either 

Federal government business on her behalf, or his own ‘Imperial’ business, which Rose had 

told her agents to keep her informed of but not to interfere. ‘It’s how he runs things,’ she said, 

‘and it works; so as long as it works and doesn’t upset our interests, leave well alone. Just 

keep me informed, so I can prompt him if I need him to do anything.’ So, for example, she 

had got Gray to send some of his own people into the troubled eastern European republic of 

Volyn rather than using the ineffective EU troops, and the area was now much more peaceful 

– albeit under the control of a criminal gang leader. Still, as Gray said, as long as the gangster 

kept the peace and got people to pay their taxes to Earth’s government, he was no worse than 

any other form of administration.  

On the other hand, she did have to prompt him quite often to keep his drug runners in 

check. She knew he was keeping most of the underworld of the Federation under control 

through his drug-running, brothels and other illegal undertakings, and she was grateful, but 

she wished he didn’t have to be so closely involved himself. When she chided him for it: ‘I 

know you were behind that shoot-out in Chelse, darling; did it have to get so violent?’ – he 

would be all gracious regrets, but she knew he revelled in it. She had to remind herself that 

even her reformed bandit was still a bandit at heart, and that at least when serious crime 

occurred now she knew where to lay hands on the main perpetrator and could force him to 

make restitution to innocent bystanders. 

What was more, she knew where the core of his pirate band was – guarding the Federal 

government. Of their own volition, his personal pirate escort had come to the planet of Trer, 

the capital of the Federation, to serve their leader, and had joined the official government 

guard. They had their own version of the official uniform, which included a Gustu-style 

cutlass at one hip in addition to the modern blaster on the other, and their hair was not 

necessarily cut in the official style, but they were efficient and followed the rules. What was 

more, they kept Gray company. He was not only her husband, but also had his pirate band to 

give him his own status. The rest of the band were still on Oh planet, running a profitable 

tourist business, building up agriculture and commerce on the planet, and running a trans-

Federal shipping company. 

But she knew that her husband got bored, and that it wasn’t very often that they could get 

away together; so when he said that he’d like to go to his niece’s birthday party, she agreed. 

‘But do take care,’ she said. ‘She’s only a child, and easily led. She’s not one of your girls, 

darling.’ 

‘I know,’ he said. ‘She’s had a sheltered life.’ 

‘Instead of going with her to the cinema, why don’t you treat her to a trip to Gustu, to see 

her cousins? I’m sure they’d like to see her.’ 

Gray grinned sheepishly. ‘Yes, they would. But I’m not sure how Sophie would react to 

them.’ 

‘Try asking her, dear. She has to meet them sometime.’ 

Gray thought of his three dear children on Gustu – Lysa, Krissie and Bernie (short for a 

much longer Gustu name that Gray could hardly pronounce). They were sweet-tempered 

darlings, and he loved them wholeheartedly, but he feared that Sophie would be jealous. She 
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liked to think of herself as her uncle’s own special child, and although she knew that he had 

children on Gustu and on Trer, she never mentioned them to him. 

Rose eyed him critically. ‘I really think that it’s time she met her cousins,’ she said firmly. 

Gray knew that tone of voice, and said, ‘Yes, I know. I’ll talk to Anja.’ 

He did so, and Anja was cautiously approving. ‘I wouldn’t want our children to go to 

Earth,’ she said. ‘Those humans are so untrustworthy. But you could bring Sophie on a visit 

here.’ 

‘Her parents won’t like it.’ 

‘You see her all the time without telling her parents. I’m sure you can manage to bring her 

here without telling them!’ 

Lysa was wildly excited at the prospect of meeting Sophie at last, and had all sorts of ideas 

about what she might like to do or see on Gustu; but Gray counselled caution. He rather 

thought that Sophie would not want to come. She liked being the centre of attention, and 

would not like to think that others might come before her. 

He mentioned the idea to Sophie on the day before her birthday. ‘I wondered if you’d like 

to come over to Gustu, duck, after your birthday, and meet your cousins. They’ve heard so 

much about you and are dying to meet you.’ 

Sophie nodded. ‘OK. Not now, because I’m busy with my party.’ 

‘I thought the day after tomorrow. In the evening, just before you go to bed – I can take 

you over and bring you back and your parents won’t notice you’ve gone.’ 

She wrinkled up her nose. ‘Do I have to? Can’t they come here? They could come to my 

party.’ 

‘I think you’d like their house. And they invited you first.’ 

Sophie frowned. ‘Thank them very much from me, but I’m too busy just now. I’ll come 

when my birthday is over.’ She was a little annoyed with her uncle, trying to distract her from 

her birthday arrangements when she was right in the middle of them. ‘Are you still coming to 

the pictures?’ 

‘Yes, duck. I’ll meet you there.’ 

‘Thank you!’ She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. 

 

Sophie’s friends all arrived in good time for the party, carrying presents. She opened them 

with squeals of glee: a bracelet, perfume, combs, bath gel, a fancy hair grip, and make-up. 

She thanked everyone enthusiastically. Auntie Susie had arrived before the party started and 

helped Sophie’s mum and dad to lay the table and set out the buffet, and then the adults 

withdrew into the kitchen and let the children eat their meal without supervision – although 

David left the door into the dining area ajar, so that he could keep an eye on proceedings. 

After the children had eaten, they moved into the lounge and set up the music player – one of 

the newer models, fully pre-programmable with limited-travel sound and inbuilt light effects 

– so that they could dance. The adults washed up. 

Sophie had warned her friends not to talk about the Imperials. Bill was a great fan. He had 

big posters of General Aoan and the Emperor on the walls of his bedroom and a full-length 

poster of Sophie’s Uncle Graham over the head of his bed. Sophie was jealous: her parents 

would never let her put posters on her walls, let alone posters of her uncle. Bill was always 

saying that he was going to join the Imperial fleet when he grew up. He had been writing to 

General Aoan since he was old enough to write a letter, and she wrote back. He had shown 

Sophie the letters, but Sophie wasn’t interested. General Aoan was nothing next to her uncle. 

Elma also had posters at home – every one of Sophie’s uncle. She’d been saying since she 

was four years old that she was going to marry him. She has every Graham Bradley souvenir 

ever produced, thought Sophie furiously, and I don’t have anything! 
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Still, as Elma said, ‘Never mind your mum and dad. Mine are always going on about 

classical music. We can talk about it on Saturday.’ They were all looking forward to Saturday 

tremendously. The film was only a comic adventure story, but it was an excuse for an 

evening out together. They would be responsible for getting themselves into town by bus and 

back; they were going to the 6.30pm showing, so they would have a meal in town (‘tea’) 

before the film. The girls had already decided where they were going to eat: it would be their 

big adventure. 

When the music player was set up and their favourite music was programmed in, they set 

it going and Sophie got all her friends to dance. The lounge wasn’t very large for a group of 

twelve, but after a while the group broke up into pairs. Sophie found herself dancing with 

Bill. She liked Bill – he was a good laugh when he wasn’t talking about the Imperials. They 

all danced for an hour, then had a break for a drink and cake, and then danced again, this time 

taking in turns to sing along to the music. Then Auntie Susie came in and persuaded them to 

play some party games ‘to cool off after your exercise’ – ‘twenty questions’ and ‘charades’. 

There was one last ‘goodnight’ dance. Then it was late, and they had to clear up and the six 

guests who weren’t sleeping over set off to their homes with many ‘goodnight’s and ‘happy 

birthday’s. Sophie helped her mum and aunt to sort out the sleeping arrangements for the 

other six. The three boys were going to sleep in the guest room in sleeping bags, while 

Sophie was going to have Anne, Sally and Elma sleeping on her floor on blow-up camp beds. 

Once they were all ready for bed, and the girls were all in their room, laid out and 

supposedly about to go to sleep, Elma said: ‘Soph, I thought you fancied Graham Bradley.’ 

‘I do! But Mum and Dad won’t let me have any posters of him. They hate him!’ 

‘That’s horrible!’ cried Anne. 

‘They don’t understand. Parents never do,’ exclaimed Sally. 

‘It’s because they’re police,’ said Elma dismissively. ‘Well, I’ve brought you a present I 

couldn’t give you before – hide it under your mattress or somewhere – here it is.’ She handed 

Sophie a large envelope. 

Sophie undid it by the light of her bedside lamp. She opened it and drew out a folded sheet 

of paper, unfolded it and breathed: ‘Oh!’ 

Facing her, larger than life, was her uncle: beautiful, desirable, half-smiling into the 

camera. It was head and shoulders only, so one had only a half impression of his hair – but it 

was him, her heart’s desire … 

‘Oh, Elma, thank you.’ 

‘I thought you’d like it. My mum says your gran tells her your mum gives you a hard 

time.’ 

‘Yes.’ Sophie looked again at the poster. Oh, Uncle Graham! If only you were here! But 

she had already warned him not to come tonight. Oh, I miss you so much! 

She folded up the poster, put it back in the envelope and put it under her pillow. Anne 

began to chatter about school and a certain awkward teacher, and the conversation wandered 

back and forth until they all fell asleep. 

 

On Saturday evening, the six children found their way to the cinema after buying themselves 

a meal in a ‘fast food’ restaurant, the sort which Sophie’s parents always said wasn’t good for 

her, and which her Auntie Susie said was a false economy: ‘You think it’s cheap food, but 

it’s expensive in the long run.’ Well, thought Sophie, tonight I don’t care. They had a lovely 

meal, and she had the special desserts she’d always admired through the window whenever 

she’d been walking past, and then they had a lovely walk through the centre of town, looking 

in all the shop windows and talking about what they saw. They got to the cinema with lots of 

time to spare, although then they had to queue for tickets. Bill started saying about how in the 

Federation people could book cinema tickets on the computer in advance, but Sophie ignored 
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him. Bill was always going on about how technology was better on other planets. She didn’t 

believe half of it – he only said it to annoy her, she thought. 

The queue was a long one – out of the door and part of the way down the street – but that 

only showed what a good film it must be. There were other films on, of course, but they were 

old ones which everyone who wanted to see them would have seen before. Sophie and her 

friends took their places in the queue and settled down to wait. 

It only took about a quarter of an hour for them to reach the front of the queue. Sophie 

paid for the tickets – a special treat from her mum and dad, although her mum had said that 

Auntie Susie had also contributed. Sophie didn’t believe this, as Auntie Susie never 

contributed to anything unless it was religious, and this wasn’t a religious film. While she 

was getting the tickets, Elma and Anne went and bought a big packet of sweets for them to 

eat during the performance, and then they all went into the auditorium and found six empty 

seats in a row together. In fact there were nine empty seats together, and by urging the others 

along Sophie managed to get her friends arranged so that there were two empty seats on the 

other side of Jack at the far end, while she had one empty seat between herself and the aisle. 

So, when her uncle arrived, he’d have somewhere to sit. She was really pleased with herself 

about that. 

Elma passed the sweets around, and they all settled back to enjoy themselves, with much 

giggling and shuffling about. Then the lights started to go down, and various people said 

‘shhh,’ and they turned their attention to the screen.  

Except for Sophie, who was looking out for her uncle. Where was he? He’d promised to 

come, she told herself. He had to be here. And then – here he was. She didn’t ask whether 

he’d walked in, or simply appeared – she turned to him in the dark and gave him a big, 

welcoming smile, and saw him smile back. She knew it was him, because she could see his 

hair glow. 

Gray realised that he was glowing, and made an effort to look human. Glowing hair would 

only get him thrown out of the cinema for disturbing the other clients. He gave Sophie a 

happy smile, and bent to kiss her forehead, and said silently into her mind: ‘Happy birthday, 

duck. How did the meal go?’ 

‘It was lovely!’ 

He was glad, and she felt his gladness. Then: ‘We’d better watch the film, duck, or people 

will stare.’ He took her right hand in his left and squeezed it, and she gave him another happy 

smile and turned back to the screen. 

It was a good film, and Sophie enjoyed it, but she enjoyed it all the more because her 

wonderful uncle watched it with her. They squeezed each other’s hands when it was exciting, 

they laughed together when it was funny, and they leaned their heads on each other’s 

shoulders when it was quiet. But as the film ended, she heard her uncle’s voice in her head: 

‘I’ll have to leave you now, duck – I’ll see you later,’ and she realised he’d vanished. She 

almost cried out in her disappointment, but managed to swallow back her cry, and wiped her 

eyes quickly as the credits came up on the screen. 

Elma, who had been sitting next to her, said: ‘Wasn’t that great?’ 

‘Brilliant,’ agreed Sophie. 

‘I thought he was great,’ said Anne, referring to the hero. 

‘Yes, that amazing leap!’ 

‘I’ve read he does his own stunts.’ 

They began to move out of the auditorium, and so out of the cinema and into the street, 

discussing the film avidly, reliving their favourite moments, and Sophie was able to hide her 

own special excitement under the general excitement of the occasion. 

They now had a ten-minute walk down to the bus stops at the end of Charles Street. The 

group spread out, with Elma and Anne at the front, followed by Sally, Sean and Jack, then 
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Sophie. Bill, who had been walking with the other lads, dropped back to walk with Sophie. 

‘You all right?’ he asked, looking closely at her. 

Did it show that she had shed a few tears? ‘Yes,’ she said, brightly. ‘Great film, wasn’t it?’ 

‘It was OK. The special effects weren’t up to much.’ 

‘I know – they’d be better in the Federation.’ 

‘They could be better here. I’ve seen better in visuals from Bessiday.’ 

Sophie snorted. ‘Oh, well, if you must watch that rubbish!’ 

‘Now your mum and dad aren’t here to spy on us,’ Bill went on, ‘we can talk about 

important things. Look!’ – and he produced a piece of paper from inside his jacket. 

‘What is it? Oh!’ Sophie took it in her hands. It was a signed photograph of General Aoan, 

brand new and glossy. ‘When did you get it?’ 

‘It arrived today.’ Bill put it away again. ‘I wrote and asked for it.’ 

‘You’re always getting things,’ said Sophie sadly. 

‘It’s a dead shame you can’t have anything of your uncle’s. Elma said she gave you a 

poster.’ 

‘Yes.’ Sophie suddenly felt her scalp stiffen. There was danger – but her uncle was 

somewhere around, watching them. She looked about her, but couldn’t see him. They were 

approaching the big junction with Humberstone Gate. Few other people were about – it was 

early evening, and the rest of their group was now well ahead of them. Coming towards them 

was a group of youths, tall and rowdy, out for a night on the town. Sophie stiffened in alarm. 

‘It’s OK,’ said Bill, ‘they won’t do anything,’ but his voice was alarmed. 

The youths drew nearer – they saw the two youngsters hesitating and laughed. Sophie felt 

her stomach contract. Would they hit them? Would they take her bag? It was a new one, a 

birthday present from her mum and dad, and she was so proud of it … 

Then she felt a hand on her arm and her uncle’s voice said, ‘Don’t stop, Soph – keep 

walking.’ 

She glanced to her left – she saw him, he was still with her, still here, her glorious uncle! 

Of course he was in disguise – he didn’t look glorious. His hair was tied back, his trousers 

and overshirt were not new. But she gave him a brilliant smile, and he said gravely, ‘Come 

on, or you’ll miss your bus.’ 

The youths walked past them without giving any trouble when they saw the adult with the 

youngsters. Bill looked at the stranger and didn’t recognise him, although something at the 

back of his mind told him that he ought to know who this was. So he didn’t like to ask, for 

fear Sophie would mock him, especially as she clearly recognised the newcomer. She said, 

‘Oh, I’m glad you’ve come! They scared me,’ and the stranger smiled as adults smile at 

someone they’re fond of but who is much younger than them, and said: ‘I thought I’d better 

keep an eye on you – first time out late on your own.’ 

They walked rapidly now, the newcomer setting the pace, and they caught the others as 

they crossed Humberstone Gate. Sophie said, ‘Bill, show us your autographed picture again,’ 

and Bill reluctantly showed it. The stranger said, ‘That’s a good reproduction. How did you 

get this? I haven’t seen this one before,’ and Bill replied as boldly as he dared, ‘I wrote to the 

government office on Gustu and asked for it.’ 

The stranger handed it back and said, ‘You’d better look after it; it’s valuable,’ and Bill 

thanked him and put it away in his inside coat pocket. 

Sophie said, ‘Mum won’t let me have pictures,’ and the stranger said, ‘So Mum told me. 

Don’t go upsetting her, Soph, will you?’ 

‘Oh, can’t I?’ cried Sophie, as if teasingly, and the other replied, ‘No, she is your mum, 

Soph!’ 
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 Bill badly wanted to know who this was. The stranger reminded him so much of someone 

– but who? And he seemed so familiar with Soph, as if he were a brother – but Bill knew that 

Soph didn’t have a brother. 

Gray, who had realised who Bill was – Aoan had frequently mentioned the friend of 

Sophie’s who wrote fan mail to her – decided to take pity on him by paying him some 

attention. ‘Do you have a lot of pictures of the General?’ he asked, knowing full well that Bill 

did. Bill jumped at being addressed directly and then replied, ‘Yes – loads.’ 

‘He’s got a whole roomful. It isn’t fair,’ declared Sophie, and the stranger smiled at her – a 

very unbrotherly expression, thought Bill, and suddenly, for no reason he could define, he 

disliked this stranger. 

‘I’m going to be an Imperial fighter-pilot when I grow up,’ he said loudly, trying to 

impress or scare the stranger. But the other only nodded, almost as though he already knew 

this, and said, ‘How’s your maths?’ 

‘Good.’ 

‘Are you doing higher physics at school yet?’ 

‘Next year.’ 

‘You’ll have to go off-planet,’ the other said. ‘Have you thought about how you’re going 

to pay for it?’ 

‘I’ve got it all worked out,’ said Bill proudly. ‘I’ve got my subjects worked out and I’m 

going to apply for a scholarship. I wrote to the Gustu government office and they said they 

would offer me a place if I got good enough grades.’ 

Gray had to smile fondly at him. Aoan was right to have encouraged this young man – he 

was just the sort of recruit the service needed: focussed, determined and organised. ‘Good,’ 

he said, ‘I’m impressed! Good luck – you deserve to succeed, when you’ve put so much into 

it.’ 

‘Soph should go off-planet too,’ said Bill. They were approaching the bottom end of 

Charles Street now, and their bus stop. The rest of the group, just in front, was chattering and 

laughing and hadn’t noticed the addition to their company. 

‘Why?’ asked the stranger, as if curious. 

‘Her parents make her life a misery. If she went off-planet she could see her uncle, but her 

parents won’t let her.’ 

Gray looked at Soph, hoping that she would take note of this – and noticed her mouth set 

in a stubborn line. ‘I don’t have to,’ she began, but he interrupted. 

‘I think Bill’s right,’ he said. ‘You keep on persuading her,’ he said to Bill, and then: ‘This 

is your bus stop – I’ll leave you here. See you, Soph,’ and he gave her a peck of a kiss on the 

forehead and walked away up the street the way they had come. Sophie watched him go with 

a pang of annoyance – she didn’t like to be told where she should go or what she should do. 

Even though he loves me and I love him, he shouldn’t boss me, she thought. Bill watched the 

stranger do with mixed feelings – relief that the competition had gone, but puzzlement as to 

who he could be, and gratitude at his support of his plans for Sophie. 

‘Soph,’ he said, ‘who was that?’ 

‘Oh – someone,’ said Sophie, in an annoyed voice. ‘I wish he wouldn’t boss me,’ she said 

aloud. 

‘A friend of your mum’s?’ asked Bill, guessing wildly. 

‘Might be,’ sniffed Sophie, thinking to herself how like her mum her uncle looked when 

he gave her instructions. 

Bill relaxed. Obviously the stranger was a family friend who had come to keep an eye on 

her for her parents. Of course he’d be fond of Soph (who Bill thought was almost perfect), 

but he was hardly competition. 
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The bus came, and they all piled in and travelled back to New Parks, chattering and 

laughing all the way. Bill sat by Sophie and held her hand, and she didn’t stop him. 

 

‘Oh, there you are, Soph. I was getting worried,’ said her mum as Sophie came in through the 

back door. ‘Good film?’ 

‘Yes, great.’ 

‘It’s time you were in bed. Hurry along now.’ 

So Sophie hurried. When she was ready for bed, she got under the bedclothes and turned 

out the light by the bed, but instead of lying down she sat up and called her uncle’s name in 

her mind: Uncle Graham! 

At once he was there, and sat down on her bed, and gave her a kiss on the forehead. She 

turned her face up to him, hoping he’d kiss her lips, but he always kissed her forehead – 

never her lips, she thought with disappointment. 

Thank you for coming to the pictures, she said silently, looking into his eyes and thinking 

the words rather than speaking them. And thank you for coming along afterwards. Those big 

boys scared me. 

They were trying to scare you. But you were OK. Bill was trying to be very brave, to 

protect you. Do you like him? 

He saw at once in her mind’s eye that she did like Bill, but didn’t really understand him. 

He’s a good laugh. He likes me. He likes you, too. I thought he’d recognise you, but he 

didn’t. 

No, I made sure of that. But he almost did. That’s a good image he’d got of Aoan. 

She shrugged; she agreed that it was a good picture, but she didn’t care about General 

Aoan, compared to her uncle. Shall I show you my poster, the one Elma got me? she asked. 

Yes, please. 

She got up and pulled it out of its hiding place under her mattress. He smiled at it. I 

remember them taking this. It came out better than I expected. 

I wish I could have something of yours, to look at and think of you! 

You know your mum and dad would be furious if they found it. Put it away now, so that 

it’s safe. 

She put it back carefully, and got back into bed. Oh, Uncle Graham! I love you so much! 

Kiss me goodnight. She put up her lips to his, but he offered her his cheek, and then kissed 

her forehead again. Goodnight, duck, his thought came to her. 

Oh, kiss me properly! Why don’t you kiss me properly? 

He smiled at her. Ask Bill to do that. 

I don’t want Bill! I want you! 

He grinned at her. Don’t forget I’m taking you over to Gustu tomorrow evening, so don’t 

get undressed. 

She scowled at him. I don’t think I want to go. I’ve got other things to do. 

I’ll see you tomorrow, duck, he said, and kissed her again, more lingeringly, and left her. 

She remained staring at the spot from which he had vanished, her heart aching, her lips 

burning for the kiss he hadn’t given her, her mind in turmoil. Oh, why do we have to go to 

Gustu? Why can’t he just stay here? 

 

Rose was glad to see her husband back, because she suspected that he couldn’t handle his 

niece. For all his amazing, demi-god powers, he was unable to deal with his emotions. People 

he loved could twist him around their little fingers – which was why he was still hanging 

round that middle-aged archaeologist on Trer, and around that fitness fanatic on Taratradene, 

and with various dubious businesspeople and politicians whom he had got to know during his 

efforts to undermine Federal government – which had, ironically, led only to his 
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strengthening it. She enjoyed the irony, but often wished that he would drop some of his less 

desirable associates. In particular, she wished he would drop that long-haired ‘trendy’ Grade 

A (a.k.a. the Imperial race) from the Vairstown slum district of Trer, who turned up 

periodically with one or other piece of moral blackmail in hand. She had persuaded her 

husband to put him in charge of the exploration of sector 10, and this kept him out of the way 

for months at a time, but then he would return full of ideas about ‘us’ and ‘our relationship’ 

and Gray would be an emotional wreck for a few weeks until she (Rose) managed to get 

Errehn posted somewhere else again.  

This evening, Gray came back in an upbeat mood, having successfully escaped from his 

niece’s attempts to seduce him. Rose actually knew more about Sophie’s plans than Gray did 

himself, because the daughter of one of her agents was currently at school with Sophie and 

was managing to keep half an ear on her conversations with her friends. The daughter’s 

presence at the school was a complete coincidence – Rose had expected the child to go to 

Wyggeston School instead – but very convenient. It meant that she knew that Sophie was still 

telling people that she was going to marry Graham Bradley when she grew up, and that they 

were going to have a big house in Thurcaston and keep horses. Rose knew that this was all 

complete moonshine, but clearly the little minx had dishonourable intentions on her uncle and 

would cause a scandal if she had the slightest opportunity. 

Gray, predictably, thought she was exaggerating. So far as he was concerned, thought 

Rose testily, Sophie was a little angel, so she was all the more anxious to press him to take 

Sophie to pay a visit to Gustu. ‘It will widen her horizons, dear. She must be growing up very 

parochial. Has she ever been anywhere outside Leicestershire?’ 

‘She goes on holiday to Skegness every year.’ 

Rose nodded briskly. That ancient seaside town was the traditional holiday location for the 

Leicester workforce. ‘It’s time she travelled a bit further afield. Wasn’t there some plan of 

her taking a role in administration?’ 

Gray was puzzled. ‘Was there?’ 

‘Anja said something about her being a diplomat.’ 

Now it was Gray’s turn to eye his spouse cynically. ‘I don’t remember telling you that, 

darling.’ 

‘You know you don’t have to, dear. One of my agents on Gustu will have told me.’ 

 Gray laughed and kissed her. ‘All right! I don’t need to remember anything, because your 

agents will remember it for me. I’m taking Sophie to Gustu tomorrow evening. But she’s not 

very anxious to go. She thinks she’ll be outside her power zone, and she doesn’t like that.’ 

‘Do her good,’ said Rose briskly. ‘How was the film? I assume you did watch some of it?’ 

‘Yes! We all watched the film. It was pretty good – strong on storyline, poor on special 

effects of course – being produced on Earth.’ 

‘It isn’t from the usual producers, is it?’ Rose noted. ‘An Australian studio. Convenient for 

the desert, I suppose.’ 

‘Yes.’ Most films were made in the big film complex in Mumbai in India: Desert Hero 

was unusual in being made in Australia. 

‘Not one of your companies, dear.’ 

‘I don’t have much influence in the media on Earth. My media agent’s from North 

America, and their media networks were flattened in the Great War.’ 

‘Yes, they certainly took a battering. I wonder how Europe and Asia escaped.’ 

‘By having a more mixed population, I think. The rebels didn’t bomb areas where Gustu 

and Marys lived.’ 

‘And they didn’t live in North America?’ 

‘Too cold in the winter, and strict anti-immigration rules.’ 
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‘Ah.’ Rose nodded. As the long-term partner of a Gustu woman (President Leel), she 

couldn’t understand racial prejudice.  She realised that some humans saw things differently, 

but saw no reason to have any sympathy with them. 

 

The following evening, Gray went to collect Sophie. He found her sitting on the edge of her 

bed, wearing her best clothes and clutching her precious new handbag. She greeted him rather 

defensively. ‘Hello, Uncle. I’m ready.’ 

He tried to respect her feelings, said, ‘Hello, duck; you look lovely,’ as he took her hand to 

transport her across space, and was startled when her defensive face broke into a big smile 

and she cried: ‘Do I? Oh, thank you!’ and kissed him on the lips. It was as well that he had 

already spun her into space, otherwise her parents would certainly have heard her. As it was, 

he returned her kiss with more warmth than he had intended, and re-formed them both in the 

central courtyard of the government palace in Gustu City, on the planet of Gustu. Sophie let 

go of him as she felt her feet touch the ground, and looked about her – at the brightly-lit area, 

the light blue sky above, the slightly odd shade of sunlight, the strange plants and flowers, the 

stonework which had slightly the wrong colour and texture …she took a deep breath to 

steady herself, and realised that the air smelt and tasted slightly lemony. She coughed, and 

then sneezed, glowered at her uncle for being the cause of her discomfiture, and scrabbled in 

her bag for a handkerchief. 

‘Ugh – that was horrible.’ She blew her nose. ‘I feel sick.’ She looked around her again. 

‘Where are we? Where is everyone?’ 

‘They’ll be here in a moment, duck.’ She saw her uncle’s hair drift up about his head and 

wave about – she knew that meant that he was listening to someone, or speaking to someone 

she couldn’t see. This made her feel inferior, and so even more uncomfortable than ever. ‘I 

thought they’d be here’ – she began, and then Lysa, Krissie and Bernie erupted into the 

courtyard. 

For a moment, Sophie thought that they were human children. They looked almost exactly 

the same as humans, except that they were slighter, a bit shorter than humans of their age and 

had rounded faces. Then the tallest one spoke and Sophie realised that she was speaking that 

awful Federation language which she had hated learning at school. How embarrassing! How 

could her uncle do this to her? 

Gray realised, almost too late, that his niece’s command of languages was average for an 

English girl – that is, appalling – and did something he had never previously done to one of 

his relatives. Sophie felt a sharp jerk in her head, which made her cry out and clutch at her 

ears, and then she found she could understand what the strangers were saying. ‘Ow!’ she 

cried, but any further complaints were drowned out by the strangers’ delight. 

‘Sophie! How lovely of you to come! We’re so glad to see you!’ – and before Sophie, 

reserved English girl as she was, could take evasive action, her eldest cousin had thrown her 

arms about her neck and kissed her warmly. 

‘How wonderful to see you at last,’ said Lysa, staring into the human girl’s eyes with 

delight. ‘Aren’t you pretty! What a lovely dress! I’m so glad you could come. I’m Lysa.’ 

‘Hi,’ said Sophie, kissing her back rather formally. ‘Thank you for inviting me. You have 

a pretty dress too.’ 

‘And this is Krissie and Bernie.’ The other two children came up and hugged Sophie, 

kissing her in their turn. Sophie, who had never encountered the custom of kissing as a 

greeting, was almost frozen in embarrassment but managed to say, ‘Hi.’ 

‘Would you like to see round our house?’ asked Lysa. ‘Daddy says you’ve never been off-

planet before. We’ve never been to Earth, either, so you can tell us what it’s like.’ 

‘OK,’ Sophie managed to say. Daddy? she thought. How can my lovely uncle be their 

daddy? Although she knew in her head that her uncle had children on another planet, and that 
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these three were her cousins, she had never believed it at heart – and now she met them, she 

still couldn’t comprehend it. They don’t look anything like me. They can’t really be my 

cousins. 

‘Come on, then!’ cried Lysa, grasping Sophie’s right hand in her left, while Krissie took 

her left in her right, and Bernie ran ahead, crying, ‘Let’s go to the swimming pool.’ Sophie 

managed one lingering, long look back at her uncle before she was swept away. Gray 

considered hurrying after her to make sure she was all right, but decided to let his children act 

as hosts for a change, and went to find Anja. 

‘Oh, she’ll have a lovely time,’ said Anja, when Gray confided his fears on his niece’s 

behalf. ‘Just let them be, darling. They can show Sophie how civilised people live.’ Gray 

forbore to remind his wife of the slum-like conditions in which she had been living on 

Mithidry when they first met, and settled down with her on a pile of cushions to watch a 

report on the visual about the rare wild life of the northern climes of Gustu planet. He 

deliberately didn’t stretch out his mind to find out how his children were getting on with the 

moody, self-willed human girl he had brought to visit them. He just waited, and worried, and 

hoped for the best. 

It was a couple of hours before Bernie appeared in the doorway and said, ‘Sophie says 

she’s had a nice time and now she wants to go home.’ 

Gray jumped up at once, to Anja’s annoyance. She saw her husband’s hair fly up about his 

head and thought: he’s checking on his niece. Honestly! Doesn’t he trust our children to treat 

her well? But she was wrong – Gray’s concern was whether Sophie had treated her hosts 

well. ‘Is everything all right?’ he asked Bernie. 

The young Gustu boy nodded his head. ‘Yes, it’s fine. Sophie doesn’t like our music but 

she does like Lysa’s clothes, and Krissie wants a bag like Sophie’s.’ 

Gray’s hair relaxed, and Anja felt herself breathe more easily. She suddenly realised that 

she had been worrying that the violent human child would attack her children. Really, Anja! 

she told herself, how silly can you be? Of course she’s like Gray – she wouldn’t hurt anyone. 

She got to her feet to follow Gray and Bernie to Lysa’s room, where the children had been 

playing a numbers game and comparing notes on their school experiences. Sophie was 

annoyed to discover that Gustu children are much better at maths than humans, but pleased 

that she was better at telling jokes and word play. The children parted amicably, although 

they were clearly very tired and had been working hard to keep on good terms all evening. 

‘Thank you for coming,’ said Lysa formally, ‘do come again soon.’ 

‘Thank you for having me,’ said Sophie. ‘Perhaps you’ll be able to come to see my school 

sometime.’ 

‘I do hope so,’ said Lysa politely. Then she gave Sophie a kiss on the cheek, and Krissie 

and Bernie did likewise, and Sophie said, ‘goodbye’ to everyone; Gray took her hands in his; 

and Sophie found herself back in her bedroom. 

‘Oh, at last! I am tired!’ she said, and lay down on her bed. ‘How long have we been 

gone?’ 

‘About five minutes.’ 

‘Is that all? How come?’ 

‘I can bend time across the galactic arm. You’d better get to bed now, duck.’ 

‘Not until you’ve kissed me goodnight.’ She put her handbag down on the bed and 

gestured to him to come close; then reached up her arms about his neck and kissed him hotly 

on the lips. Gray meant to pull away, but she held him too firmly – he couldn’t get away 

without hurting her, so he returned the kiss, then sat down on the bed next to her, and kissed 

her again. 

A while later, Sophie whispered, ‘Uncle Graham, do you love me?’ 

‘Of course I do, duck.’ 
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‘I don’t mean like that! I mean like this.’ She ran her tongue across his lips and pressed her 

body against him. 

‘I’m your uncle, duck,’ he reminded her, and she retorted: ‘Lysa says you love everyone.’ 

‘Yes, but in a brotherly sort of way.’ 

‘She says you have lots of special friends. She called them “pets”. She says that you rule 

everyone by loving them.’ 

‘She’s exaggerating, duck. She’s just trying to wind you up, because she knows how fond 

you are of me.’ 

‘I don’t think she is.’ Sophie eyed him archly, and Gray was suddenly aware that his niece 

was on the verge of being a young woman. ‘Would you love me like that?’ 

‘I’ll love you best by sending you to bed. It’s late, and you’ve got school tomorrow.’ Gray 

made a tremendous effort of will, got off the bed and stood over his niece. ‘Goodnight, 

Soph.’ 

‘It isn’t a good night without you,’ she retorted, but he smiled and said, ‘I’ll see you soon, 

duck,’ and vanished. 

But Sophie did not go to bed. She lay back on her pillow, eyes open wide, and said aloud: 

‘You kissed me, Uncle Graham.’ Then she smiled and said, ‘And I think you meant it.’ 

 

Ray, Carl and Memnon noted that Gray was a little thoughtful over the next few days, and 

they took it in turns to probe gently to find out what was on his mind. It was Rose who 

eventually gave them the clue, during her regular weekly meeting with Ray to discuss the 

proceedings of the strategic planning unit. Ray had given her a full description of the unit’s 

plans for introducing rail services on suitable planets throughout sector seven, and its plans 

for bridge building on the craggy and stormy planets of sector eight point five-two, and he 

was packing away his notes and saying ‘I think that covers it for this week, ma’am,’ when 

Rose said, ‘How much have you seen of Gray for the last few days?’ 

Ray jumped. ‘I’ve seen him around,’ he said. ‘He wasn’t in the strategic planning meeting 

yesterday – he had to go over to Bessiday. Why?’ 

‘You need to keep an eye on him,’ said Rose. ‘I think that’s your job, isn’t it? Tracking 

Bradley?’ 

Ray reddened. ‘Not really, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I know you decided that, but you never 

discussed it –’ 

‘He employs you as a sort of emotional support,’ said Rose. ‘Well, you need to 

concentrate harder. He’s daydreaming over that niece of his. She’s lining herself up to get 

him into trouble – and when he’s in trouble, the government will be in trouble. Get on to it.’ 

Ray straightened up in his chair. ‘Yes, ma’am!’ 

‘Good.’ She waved a hand in dismissal. ‘You’d better get on with it now.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Ray got up quickly and went. 

He found Memnon in the office which the three had designated as their own when they 

came into the government with Gray, and which they now used as general base, common 

room and – when life was particularly busy – dormitory. Currently Memnon was sitting at a 

low desk with a Mary-style computer in front of her, working out a new structure for the civil 

service on Trer. Ray thumped himself down on the floor next to her, making her jump and 

putting three new secretaries into the education office. 

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, deleting the secretaries. 

‘McCrae’s worried about Gray’s niece,’ said Ray. ‘Young Sophie. I knew that girl was 

trouble.’ 

Memnon flicked her whiskers at him. ‘What do you mean, trouble?’ 

‘She thinks Sophie is trying to seduce Gray.’ 
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Memnon flicked her whiskers again. ‘It’s normal with Rhuaans.’ She meant the Imperial 

race of Thorion. ‘Dragons always marry dragons.’ 

‘Well, it isn’t normal with humans! And everyone thinks Gray is a human. Sophie’s been 

saying since she was a kid that she’s going to marry Gray, but she can’t.’ 

‘So, why worry now? If she’s been saying it for years’ – 

‘Clearly McCrae has some new information.’ 

Memnon flicked her tail. ‘Well, what can we do? We can hardly keep him away from his 

niece.’ 

‘We can make sure he has lots of other distractions,’ said Ray grimly. 

‘Ah, yes.’ Memnon turned back to her computer. ‘Yes, there certainly are plenty of people 

who want to see him.’ She ran her claws through the swirling lights. ‘We can send him to 

Teren to talk to his publicity officer’ – 

‘Andy keeps saying he needs new material,’ said Ray. 

‘Yes. And he can look in at the spaceship plant with you and look at the engineering 

trainees. He likes doing that, because he thinks the whole place is his baby.’ Rather than close 

down Andrewes’s spaceship plant, Greh had turned it into a training centre for young human 

and Gustu engineers. They were learning how to design spaceships using Rose and Ray’s 

chemical-based system of propulsion, rather than the Rhuaans’ out-of-this-space-time 

continuum system. Memnon felt a little ambivalent about the possible competition to her 

mother’s spaceship plant on Herluin, but so far the alternative system hadn’t been a real 

commercial competitor. The advantage was that, unlike the Herluin vessels, no Rhuaan brains 

were needed to build the power-plants, so the factory could operate independently – and Ray 

had great hopes of making it commercially viable by concentrating on producing innovative 

designs. Thinking of humans made Memnon think of something else, and she added: ‘And he 

hasn’t been to see the slug recently.’ 

‘Who?’ 

Memnon’s tail bushed out in embarrassment. ‘Sorry, I meant Mr Aversham. Another 

person he needs to see is Priestess Rehn of Trer, and she always calls Mr Aversham “the 

slug”.’ 

Ray nodded. ‘OK. I thought he’d talked Aversham out of making him do advertising 

shoots.’ 

‘He tried, but Mr Aversham was very upset. He’s never accepted it and he keeps calling 

this office and trying to make an appointment.’ 

‘I think he should avoid Aversham. Can we send him over to Cray to sort out transport 

systems?’ 

‘I think he’s probably going there anyway,’ said Memnon. ‘And we could get him to take 

us to Thorion. I haven’t been there for ages, and I want to talk to their people about whether 

the Emperor has to be resident on Thorion.’ 

Ray was startled. ‘What are you planning?’ 

‘When the Emron takes over, he won’t be resident on Thorion. So we need to work out 

contingencies.’ 

Ray frowned. ‘I’d assumed that Gray would be president and the old emperor would stay 

on Thorion.’ 

Memnon nodded. ‘Something like that. But I’d like to make it fit into the old Imperial 

system. Otherwise there may be problems with the Priestess, and I’d prefer to avoid that.’ 

She’d prefer to avoid problems with the Priestess, thought Ray ironically. The little furry 

scientist-cum-songwriter from Herluin would prefer to avoid having to get into a quarrel with 

one of the greatest intellects in the galaxy. Well, wouldn’t we all? And the real irony of it was 

that Memnon would probably win the argument. 
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When Carl came in, around midday, for a bite to eat between meetings, the two engaged 

him in discussion on how to keep their beloved lord out of trouble and, specifically, out of his 

niece’s clutches. They put together a plan to try to ensure that he would always be too tired, 

or too busy, to spend more than a few minutes each day with her. ‘And much as it sticks in 

my throat to say it,’ said Ray, ‘we’ll push him in the way of every young female and male in 

the galaxy, if it only keeps him away from young Sophie.’ 

On Thorion, the Emperor Faroan’s thoughts were on the same lines. It was not that he was 

jealous of Sophie or saw her as a threat to his relationship with Greh – he was sure of his 

wife’s undying devotion. No, the fact that the Priestess saw Sophie as a reasonable mate for 

Greh prejudiced him against the young human, in addition to the fact that as a human, Sophie 

could never be more than a pet for Greh. Faroan could not imagine – or preferred not to try to 

imagine – why the Priestess thought that Sophie could be turned into a dragon-Rhuaan in the 

same way as Greh had been. That had been a chance, something that Aoan had brought about 

as she came out of cara. It couldn’t be replicated. What was more, although Faroan had never 

met Sophie, he had seen her in his wife’s mind’s eye and saw that she was immature and not 

exceptionally intelligent. She was not another Greh; she might have dragon-Rhuaan blood in 

her, but she was not a dragon. He felt that his wife had quite enough pets already. 

He knew that the Priestess wanted Greh to father Rhuaan children, but Greh was currently 

far too busy to be a parent. And when Greh had time to think about parenthood, Faroan was 

sure that Greh would be a mother … not a father. She would bear their own children, not 

father children on Sophie. 

So, when Memnon persuaded Greh to bring her, Ray and Carl to Thorion, and she had a 

quiet word with Faroan about Greh and Sophie, she was delighted to discover that the 

Emperor agreed with her. Greh should be quietly distracted from Sophie. He should not be 

openly discouraged from seeing her … he should simply be directed elsewhere. 

Aoan and Anja, however, saw matters differently. They had plans to draw Sophie into the 

Imperial administration, to give her a role in government, to use her talents – whatever they 

were. They wanted to incorporate Greh’s family into the Empire, as far as they could. And 

they also foresaw that Sophie could be useful in stabilising Greh when Rose died, as they 

knew that she must do soon. 

 

None of these people, of course, spoke to Sophie herself. And Sophie continued to daydream 

about her uncle as she had always done. 

She felt that the next two years would never end. When she was sixteen, she could marry 

her uncle legally, but until then she just had to wait. Yet she wanted so much to be alone with 

him, to kiss and embrace him, to feel his hot lips on hers, and his warm, strong body, and feel 

utterly secure in his arms … 

But she couldn’t. She had to go to school each day, talk to her friends, come home, talk to 

her parents, do her homework, and pretend that life was normal. Which it was, she told 

herself, but she was not normal – she longed – moped – yearned with all her heart for him, 

for her golden uncle, her heart’s desire … 

He came every evening when she was in bed, as he always had come. He used to tell her 

stories when she was young, and then when she was older she used to tell him about school, 

but now she preferred to talk about ‘us’, and he would listen as she described her fantasies: a 

house in Thurcaston, with horses to ride, and a yacht on the sea, to sail around the planet. He 

noted that she didn’t fantasise about leaving Earth, and sometimes he talked to her about her 

cousins on Gustu, but although she listened when he talked about them he could tell that she 

wasn’t very interested. She preferred to dream about things she knew, not the unfamiliar. 

He’d asked her what she wanted to do when she grew up, and when she said: ‘I’m going to 

marry you!’ he said, ‘Yes, but you’ll need to do something too – you’ll get bored if you don’t 
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have a job,’ but she just said, ‘I’m going to look after you,’ and smiled happily at him, and he 

smiled back and didn’t say anything more about it. 

She called him ‘My darling,’ to herself, and sometimes to his face, which made him laugh 

fondly, but he didn’t tell her not to. Calling him that made her feel that she was asserting 

ownership. Elma still said that she was going to marry him, and Sophie had been around to 

Elma’s house many times and seen all her posters and books and magazines and had to bear 

Elma’s chatter about how she loved Graham Bradley and he was so, so sexy and how he’d 

loved so many women but she, Elma, would get him too! Then she would say to Sophie, 

‘What about you?’ 

‘Me?’ 

‘Yes – aren’t you going to have him? Aren’t you making plans? I’m going to get off this 

planet the moment I can and go to find him.’ 

Sophie would get very cross when Elma said that. ‘Of course I’m going to find him,’ she 

would say, and Elma was satisfied. Sophie never told Elma that she saw her much-desired 

Graham Bradley every evening. Let her find it out later, she thought. She’ll find out when I 

get him! 

Still, she was grateful to Elma for the poster, which she treasured and kept under her 

mattress. 

She begged her uncle to meet her at other times, other places, but he refused. ‘We mustn’t 

let anyone know we’ve been meeting, duck,’ he said. ‘No one knows but we two. Everyone 

would be furious.’ 

‘I don’t care,’ she protested, but she didn’t push the point – she just kept returning to it. 

He’d give in eventually, she knew. 

Greh knew that he was going to give way, but told himself that he could keep resisting 

Sophie until she was sixteen. His darling Rose kept him busy, and away from Sophie – and 

he couldn’t upset Rose by giving way to Sophie while she was still underage. He knew that 

Rose would know, and she would be deeply hurt and angry with him. So he controlled 

himself, and was careful to spend only a few minutes each day with her. Anyway, there 

seemed to be so many other things to do. Ray, Carl and Memnon were so busy, and wanted 

his advice and opinion on everything they were doing. He was glad that they were busy – and 

they seemed to be doing so much good work – and he didn’t stop to plumb their minds to find 

out why they were suddenly so anxious to have him at their elbows. After all, they all adored 

him, didn’t they? So of course they wanted him around … 

In centuries to come he would learn to be more suspicious, but these were early days. 



19 
 

2. Never leave me 

 

Gray and Rose were walking from the government block over to the Assembly Hall one 

winter’s morning, to address the Assembly. They were both warmly dressed against a biting 

wind. A detachment of security guards walked with them – Oroso and Ledern were among 

their number, dressed smartly in the uniform of Federation Security, but with a cutlass slung 

at the left hip and chunky rings on their fingers to remind outsiders that they were still pirates 

at heart – the rings could double as knuckle-dusters. Representatives from the journals trotted 

along behind the small party. Rose and Gray walked hand in hand, chatting lightly of this and 

that. 

Suddenly, Rose stopped. Gray stopped with her, alarmed. Something was wrong with her 

electro-magnetic field – she was grey – he cried: ‘Rose!’ and she looked up at him, her face a 

picture of puzzlement, then fell forward into his arms. 

Gray screamed. The guards surrounded them. One of the journalists pulled out a caller 

from her pocket and called a doctor. Others pulled out their callers and took visual images for 

their news reports. Gray cradled his wife in his arms. She hardly breathed – her face was 

grey. His hair rose up in a golden cloud as he poured healing energy into her. His eyes sought 

hers – he could see into her mind and saw neural synapses shattered, energy lines turned, 

bent, broken; she had had a stroke. 

‘Greh!’ Aoan was at his side. He didn’t ask where she’d come from – he only said, ‘Help 

me – she’s dying. I need a web of peace.’ 

‘Oh, Greh’ – Aoan threw out her arms, surrounding them with light – the guards, the 

journalists were cut out – but they both knew it was no good. 

‘I knew this was coming,’ whispered Greh, ‘I didn’t know what to do to stop it happening 

– she always lived so fast – she was in control, she was on top of everything – I loved her for 

it …’ 

‘I know.’ Aoan was holding him in her web of light, and supporting Rose – as Greh felt 

his universe shuddering all about him, Aoan was holding him up.  He bent his head to kiss his 

wife’s face: ‘Oh, Rose – oh, my darling…’ His face was wet … he could hardly see except 

for her face, her lovely dark face, that clever mouth, those knowing eyes … ‘Oh, Rose! My 

darling, speak to me.’ 

She could not speak. Would she ever speak again? He held her close and held her in his 

own bright pool of energy, held up by Aoan’s web of light. He could feel Aoan’s supportive 

mind, her very existence supporting his own, and it crossed his mind to wonder how she had 

known and how she had come so quickly. 

I always hear you, her mind spoke to his. I felt your scream of agony. I think the whole 

galaxy must have felt it. I knew that this would happen soon, that it could happen at any time, 

and I came the moment I heard it. 

But you hardly ever step across space! You say it hurts too much. 

Yes, well – some things matter more than a bit of pain. 

He touched his lips to Rose’s face. Oh, Rose – my dear heart, Rose McCrae, the only 

person I ever feared and who won my love and service completely, forever … Rose, speak to 

me, darling … 

… but she was only human. He had known she must die, but it was always going to be a 

death in the future, not now – now that the future had come, now that the time was here, he 

was desperately afraid. Oh, Rose; what will we do without you? I know what you do, and 

I’ve done it myself – but with you always at my side. Now I’ll be alone, you won’t be beside 

me, guiding and encouraging, my dry, calm, warm, loving Rose … 
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‘Rose, my darling,’ he wept, and kissed her cool face, and called her name again and 

again. Aoan, watching him, felt her heart sink. She knew, and she knew Greh knew, that there 

was no hope – the human woman was still alive, but her body was too weak to recover, too 

weak to be repaired. And between now and the time that Greh could come to terms with this 

loss there must be a long, long time of grief and pain. She was heartily ready to curse all pets, 

but she knew that Rose had given Greh the key to the Federation, and without her they could 

not have won the war so easily. She bent her head so that her hair fell over Greh’s bent head. 

‘Greh, my cara – we can cope, we can govern the Empire, I will help you, Anja and I will 

help you, and Memnon and all your humans – and Faroan will help you, you will not be alone 

..’ 

The human doctor had arrived, pushing everyone aside, urging Greh to let her take Rose’s 

pulse, and then ordering Rose to be taken at once to intensive care in Trer City hospital. She 

looked into the face of the beautiful bandit who had become Rose’s right hand man and saw 

his utter despair and grief and said, ‘You’d better go with her.’ 

She didn’t have the faintest idea who the other woman was, the tall dark-haired one in the 

purple dress, who at once said, ‘Yes, you’d better go, Gray,’ and all but carried him into the 

ambulance beside Professor McCrae. The doctor scrambled into it with them, the doors were 

shut and they sped away.  Aoan was left standing in the park, surrounded by the security 

forces and the journalists, who all looked at her expectantly. 

‘Well, ma’am?’ said Oroso, hopefully. He knew that Aoan was always good for some 

excitement. 

Aoan eyed the Gustu sardonically. He knows what I’m doing here, she thought to herself. 

Fine. ‘Which of you can get to the President quickest?’ she asked. 

‘Me, ma’am,’ said Ledern, saluting crisply. 

‘Then go and tell her what’s happened. She’ll want to go to the hospital to see her friend.’ 

She waved Ledern away; he went at a run. ‘Oroso, where’s Memnon? Go and get her and tell 

her to meet me in the Assembly Hall. I’ll want three secretaries, all with recording 

equipment.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Oroso set off after Ledern. 

Aoan turned to the rest of the group. ‘As you know, the Head of Security has just been 

taken ill,’ she said. ‘I gather that she was on her way to the Assembly Hall to address the 

Assembly.’ That much she had lifted from Gray’s mind as he knelt cradling Rose in his arms. 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said one of the other Gustu guards, taking his cue from Ledern and Oroso. 

He wasn’t quite sure who this was, although he thought he could guess. 

‘Then we’ll go there. Follow me.’ Aoan turned on her heel and set off across the park for 

the Assembly Building, the guards trotting to keep up with her, and the journalists all but 

running after them. One managed to sprint ahead and held his caller (set to record) up to his 

mouth, as if to record an interview. 

‘We’re on our way to the Assembly to report that the Head of Security has been taken ill,’ 

he said. ‘But who is going to replace her?’ – he held out his caller to Aoan for her answer. 

‘I am,’ said Aoan clearly into the caller. 

‘And who are you?’ 

‘I am Aoan Sommerer,’ came the reply, and all the Gustu guards cried, ‘All hail the 

general!’ 

‘The general?’ repeated the journalist. ‘General of what?’ 

‘General of the Empire,’ said Aoan, crisply. ‘Delegated to stand in for Professor McCrae 

in her illness. Now, don’t get in my way – I have to make an announcement to the 

Assembly.’ And, as they reached the building, she swung in through the main doors, her 

entourage of security guards and journalists trotting to keep up with her, and strode down the 

corridor towards the Assembly auditorium. She knew the way – hadn’t she seen it many 
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times in Greh’s mind? A security guard on the door moved to halt her, but she brushed him 

aside, and the guards with her hastened to explain: ‘It’s General Aoan! McCrae is ill.’ Aoan 

didn’t stop to listen; she was in the auditorium, standing on the stage looking up at tier upon 

tier of seats, each seat with an elected Assembly member, representing all the major 

populated planets of the Federation. A Mary woman had been speaking: presumably she was 

leader of the house. When she saw Aoan she hesitated, then said: ‘Has something happened 

to Professor McCrae?’ 

May Wiroan bless the woman, she’s got common sense! thought Aoan. ‘Yes,’ she said, 

addressing first the leader of the house and then raising her head to address the whole 

Assembly, ‘The Professor has been taken ill suddenly. She’s gone to the hospital. Gray 

Bradley and the President have gone with her.’ 

‘So who is in charge?’ asked the Mary woman. She was taller and more graceful than 

Memnon, with silky grey fur. Aoan guessed she was in late middle age, full of experience 

and well versed in political theory. 

‘The Assembly will continue to discuss and make decisions for the Federation,’ said Aoan, 

‘and I will stand in for my colleague Greh and supervise your proceedings.’ Then she sat 

down on the floor, her purple dress around her knees. The delegates were startled; when 

Professor McCrae came to the Assembly, she normally sat on a chair at the front, and Gray 

Bradley did the same. But the guards gathered around Aoan, behind her and at either side, 

and the journalists grabbed chairs at the front of the auditorium, where they could see and 

hear everything, and Aoan gestured for the leader of the house to continue with what she was 

saying; so she continued, and the delegates went on with business as if – almost as if – 

nothing had happened. 

So, thought Aoan, I am presiding over an elected Federal Assembly! I never thought I 

would do such a thing, but it doesn’t seem to be too demanding. And it’s interesting to see 

what the children (she meant the Gustu, Marys and humans) can do. And no doubt Greh will 

contact me as soon as he can. Meanwhile, I’ll let government carry on as it should. So she sat, 

upright and alert, and listened to everything that was said, only intervening if the discussion 

became aggressive or insulting; and the delegates went on with their debates, feeling that they 

had to be on their best behaviour. For even though most of them had no idea who Aoan was, 

her bearing and air of authority indicated that she was a person not to be trifled with. 

 

Meanwhile, Rose and Greh had arrived at the hospital. Rose was rushed away to intensive 

care. Greh went with her as far as he could – but he was not allowed into the sterile intensive 

care room, where he had to wait outside the door, reaching out with his mind to assure 

himself that she was not dead, pouring his energy into her from a distance, concentrating on 

keeping her alive. He sat in a waiting room outside the intensive care room, watching a 

monitor which showed an image of Rose in bed, and the various figures showing her heart 

beat, and her brain activity, and her body temperature … 

A Gustu woman burst into the room. ‘Gray!’ cried Leel. ‘What happened?’ 

He looked up; when she saw his face, she was seated at his side in an instant. 

‘Is it so bad?’ 

He nodded. ‘She isn’t dead, but she’s very ill – oh, Leel’ – 

He wept on her shoulder. She tried to comfort him, but the tears ran out of her eyes faster 

than she could brush them away. 

 

It was the start of a long waking nightmare for Leel and Gray. Rose was not dead, but she 

was only just alive. She remained in intensive care, and Gray spent every moment he could at 

her side – Leel, Rose’s dear friend since her youth, shared Gray’s vigil at Rose’s bedside. 

Aoan simply took over government, and no one questioned her right to do so; no one thought 
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about it. Aoan was there, she took over responsibility, she got Memnon to ensure that a 

record was kept of everything, and she got Gray’s people, and Leel’s own officials, running 

around the government buildings on her business. She re-programmed the government 

computers so that they could latch into the interstellar caller system and interact with the 

computers on Gustu and Thorion (with some delay) so that even though she had no proper 

communication device on Trer, she could still contact Anja and Faroan. No one could deny 

that Aoan got things done, and with her in charge several things got done (such as reform of 

work expenses for government officials) which should have been done years before. 

Gray saw hardly anyone except Leel, Rose (who remained unconscious), Aoan and his 

own people who came to report to him. Occasionally they asked him for his opinion, but they 

quickly discovered that he was in no state to make decisions and so simply made their own 

decisions and told him about it afterwards. He did not even go to his clubs – he appointed 

deputies and managers to keep an eye on his various businesses. Anja brought the children to 

see him, and they all sat by Rose and talked to her quietly, but there was little sign that she 

even knew that they were there. Still, said Gray, there was hope. He went to visit Sophie 

occasionally, but she could see that he was very distressed about ‘his special friend being ill,’ 

as she described it to herself, and didn’t press him to stay. 

Rose lingered for six months. At last, one morning, while Gray sat at her side, praying for 

her recovery and pouring his energy (such as it was) over her, she opened her eyes and said: 

‘Goldie? Are you there?’ 

Her voice was hoarse, but the words were clear; he almost cried out with joy. ‘Yes, 

darling, I’m here.’ 

‘Stay there. Don’t go.’ 

‘No, no never.’ 

She smiled faintly, and he took her right hand in his – she held it tightly. 

Leel arrived five minutes later to find them like this. Rose opened her eyes again and 

smiled at her. ‘Leel, dear friend,’ she said, then was silent. 

She never spoke again. She was pronounced dead the following morning. 

Leel was very distressed, but Gray was distraught. He managed to get through the state 

funeral – Aoan and Anja stood by him throughout, although sometimes they were forcibly 

holding him upright – but afterwards he shut himself up in the bedroom of Rose’s house and 

would not come out for a whole day. Eventually Anja, Lysa, Krissie and Bernie stood outside 

and called to him to come out, until their loving cries penetrated the thick fog of Gray’s grief 

and he unlocked the door. 

‘Daddy,’ said Lysa, ‘we all know you loved Lady Rose a tremendous lot, but we love you 

too. It’s sad for us that you’re sad, and all the people in the Federation are sad as well. You 

have to let us feel sad with you. Don’t try to stop us. Don’t lock us out.’ 

Greh’s answer was to engulf Lysa in his arms and burst into tears again. 

Anja shook her head in exasperation. If he was going to break down like this every time a 

human he loved happened to die, he was going to spend a lot of time grieving. ‘We’ll have to 

have a formal period of mourning in the Federation,’ she said to Aoan. ‘That might help him 

and the President to get through it.’ 

Aoan was only too happy to organise solemn marches, concerts of deep and meaningful 

music and a festival of art to celebrate the life of the determined, black-skinned human 

woman who had kept the peace in the Federation for so many decades and had loved and 

supported Greh. Assembly members made speeches in memorial of the much-lamented 

Professor McCrae, and new spaceports, bridges, schools and hospitals were named after her. 

Rose might not have been loved by the masses, but she had certainly made her mark on 

affairs, and she would be remembered.  
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All in all, the political disruption caused by Rose’s illness and death took a year to settle 

down in the first instance, although the ramifications were far-reaching. Leel remained as 

President, but Greh became vice-president and head of security. He took the opportunity to 

retire a few of the more elderly commanders of security on the grounds that a new manager 

needs new people, but really because they had been giving him and Rose trouble for years. 

Now that he was in charge of Security it was more difficult for him to slip off to run his 

criminal networks – he managed to do so, but it made him very busy, even though he twisted 

time. He made Aoan his second-in-command. Leel had initial doubts about this, in view of 

the general’s past history; but acquiesced as it became clear that Aoan had become essential 

to efficient government. Memnon deputised for Aoan, and Ray and Carl continued in charge 

of strategic planning. Greh moved out of Rose’s house – he couldn’t bear to stay there now 

that she was gone – and moved into a new house, on a single level, nearer to the government 

offices. Memnon and Aoan moved in with him, and Ray and Carl used it as a base. All of 

them were very busy, and no one had any grounds to complain that Greh spent more time 

playing with his pets than working for the Federation. 

Greh went into the Assembly most afternoons to report on government policy and to 

answer questions; he also attended committees of the Assembly. He met Leel every day, as 

Rose had before him, and he controlled the whole of the Security network over the whole 

Federation. He soon found that it was easier to let Security know about his criminal activities 

and vice versa, so that each could work around the other. When he was too busy to go to the 

Assembly, Aoan would go, or Memnon. Aoan kept everyone in fear of their lives – it was 

commonly said that her big black eyes ensured that all the delegates were on their best 

behaviour. Memnon terrified no one, but everyone was impressed by her calm confidence 

and clear diction. 

Meanwhile, Errehn was back from sector ten. He had returned from a tour of duty during 

Rose’s last illness, and had been disgusted that Greh was too distracted to give him proper 

attention. Having grown up hating McCrae, he couldn’t be sorry at her illness, not even on 

Greh’s behalf, and he went back to sector ten quickly. When he came back at the end of his 

next tour, it was to find President Leel still in control, but Greh now as her deputy. Errehn 

was indignant. Why didn’t Greh simply overthrow the President and make himself emperor? 

‘Faroan is emperor, darling,’ answered Greh. 

‘But you’re greater than he is, darling.’ 

‘The President is still the President. The people of the Federation are happy with that.’ 

‘They are not! Our people in Vairstown would support you.’ 

‘I need the support of the Gustu, and they support the President.’ Greh smiled at his young 

lover. ‘Cheer up, darling! We won the war, we have peace, living conditions are better for 

everyone, and even your mother is happy.’ 

Mention of his mother reminded Errehn of his sister Rehn, and that reminded him of 

something else. 'Darling, we were going to have children when the war was over. And now 

it’s over.’ 

‘Is it over? The Empire and the Federation are still separate.’ 

‘You just said we’d won the war. The fighting is over.’ 

Anja came into the lounge of Greh’s house at this point and found the two Rhuaans 

together. She was immediately on her guard; she knew that Greh loved Errehn, but Aoan 

thought he was irresponsible and a disruptive influence – and Anja trusted Aoan’s judgement. 

 ‘The war of violence is over, but the war of peace has just begun,’ she said, picking up on 

Errehn’s words. ‘We all have important duties to perform, rebuilding the Empire.’ 

Errehn frowned at her. He didn’t care for his lover’s choice of co-habitees, regarding Anja 

as a thrall, a bonded slave or concubine. ‘We planned to have children, darling,’ he said again 

to Greh. 
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‘I haven’t forgotten,’ said Greh, ‘but wait a little, please? – until I’m feeling more stable. 

At the moment I miss Rose all the time, constantly, and I couldn’t bear to grow a child – 

without her here beside me.’ 

Anja scowled at Errehn: her scowl said, ‘What are you doing, upsetting our lord? Let him 

rest.’ Errehn sighed and took the hint. ‘I’ll see you later,’ he said, and left the house, furious 

with himself for being unable to persuade Greh, with Anja for butting in, and with Greh for 

still loving that terrible human woman, that tyrant who had made his young life a misery. 

Greh might forget how terrible she had been, but he, Errehn, would never forget. 

 

Greh was a little more coherent with Sophie than he was with the rest of his close friends. He 

made a special effort for her, but she knew he was very distressed. She tried to cheer him up 

– she hugged and kissed him, and wore her prettiest clothes to make him smile, and stroked 

his hair and said, ‘Oh, Uncle Graham, I love you so much!’ Then he would smile at her and 

she felt as if she had made him feel better for a little while. 

Her fifteenth birthday came in April, and her parents allowed her to take her friends out 

for a meal at a café in town, unaccompanied. She would have liked her uncle to have come, 

but he pointed out that he wouldn’t be able to explain what he was doing there, and her 

parents were bound to find out. So it would be better if he didn’t come. 

She was sorry. She had really enjoyed seeing him at the cinema the previous year, and the 

evening seemed drab without him. Bill made things worse by going on about the Imperial 

Fleet and General Aoan, and Elma chatted on about ‘the great Graham Bradley,’ and Sophie 

just felt miserable. 

Now that she was fifteen, she could validly go into town by herself, shopping with friends. 

So she hatched a plan to meet her uncle in Leicester one Saturday morning, and after some 

hesitation he agreed to meet her. After all, he told himself, what harm could it do? She was 

lonely, he was grieving – they could cheer each other up. 

She took the bus into town, telling her mum that she was going shopping with Sally and 

Anne. In fact Sally and Anne had gone shopping and had asked Sophie to join them, but she 

had said that she couldn’t because her mum wanted her to clean her room. So now she took 

the bus, half an hour after Sally and Anne had gone, and got off on High Street, and went into 

the Shopping Centre to meet her uncle at the ice-cream stall. 

She had dressed especially for him. She had put on a smart skirt, very short, and a lovely 

blouse, just a little bit see-through. She was wearing a very light weight bra, just visible 

through the blouse. She had her new zip-up jacket, and she’d done up her hair carefully in a 

sort of bun, tied round with a silk scarf. She was wearing her best necklace, and she’d put on 

some makeup so that she looked older than she was. She was carrying a new handbag, which 

her gran had given her for her birthday. 

She bought herself an ice-cream, and sat down at one of the tables to wait for her uncle … 

Greh had set out to meet Sophie, materialising in a quiet part of the Shopping Centre 

where no one would see him appear. As he walked down a quiet passageway and into the 

main concourse he noticed a woman wearing a red dress, standing looking into an empty 

shop window. Puzzled as to what she might be looking at, he slowed as he came alongside 

her – and she turned to look at him, and met his eye. 

For an instance, as their gaze met, he felt that he was looking into the depths of deep 

space. He could see galaxies forming and novae spinning. He was looking at eternity, at 

creation and destruction. And then the moment was gone, and he was looking into the face of 

a woman, a woman he had never formally met but whose face was utterly familiar to him, a 

woman he had last seen on the day he met the creator-god Wiroan and his sisters and 

brothers. 

It was Wiroan’s human wife, Julie Smythe. 
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‘Don’t do it, Graham,’ she said. She had a Leicester accent. 

‘Don’t do what?’ His voice was hoarse – with shock? Guilt? 

‘You know. What you’re planning. Don’t do it. She’s only a kid.’ 

‘She’s not a kid. She’s a young woman.’ 

‘She’s a kid, and a very irresponsible one. She’ll get herself and you into trouble, Graham. 

Don’t do it. Turn around now and go back.’ 

She was staring intently into his face. He could have said: ‘What’s it got to do with you? 

Why do you care?’ but he knew what it had to do with her. It was Julie Smythe who had first 

given him his commission to go to the stars and find Aoan – he didn’t know it at the time, but 

he had realised later that she had spoken to his heart through that broken statue in Town Hall 

Square. It was Julie Smythe whom he had seen on the beach somewhere on Bessiday, with 

her two friends, telling him that he would be emperor hereafter. And now here she was again, 

showing him that she was still watching over him and directing his actions. 

‘How did you get here?’ he asked instead. 

She shrugged. ‘Aoan asked my husband to keep an eye on you.’ 

‘Your husband – you mean Lord Wiroan?’ 

‘Yes, I mean Wiroan. So I said I’d come. It isn’t often I get back to Leicester now.’ 

‘Where are you now? Where do you live? How are you still alive? Your statue is so old, 

and the policeman said it was millennia ago.’ He remembered the policeman who had come 

up behind him in Town Hall Square when he was looking at the broken statue, and explained 

what it was all about. 

‘I live with Wiroan and my friends, outside time and space. We watch over creation – 

that’s what we’re for. And I’m watching over you and anxious that you shouldn’t wreck your 

future, and Sophie’s, by having sex with her while she’s still under age. So don’t do it.’ 

‘She’s waiting for me.’ He could feel Sophie’s anxiety, wondering where he had got to. 

‘I can go and tell her that you’ve been detained.’ 

‘No! I’ll go. She’s my niece – my responsibility.’ 

‘OK.’ She gave him a severe look. ‘But don’t even think of trying anything, Graham. I’ll 

be watching.’ 

And then she was gone. He stood for a whole minute, staring at the space where she had 

been – and then he walked on down the concourse to meet Sophie. 

She jumped up when she saw him, face alight with joy. He found his steps quickening – he 

was with her, he was hugging her, he was kissing the lips she raised to his – he could feel 

Julie Smythe’s voice in his mind: Don’t do it. He said, ‘Hello, Soph. You’re lovely this 

morning.’ 

‘Do you like it? I dressed up for you.’ She was smiling happily into his face. What could 

he say? How could he deny that sweet young girl anything? 

‘Let’s go for a walk,’ he said. ‘Can you walk as far as the park?’ 

‘Of course. I’ll walk anywhere with you.’ 

He laughed a little, as if it were a joke – but he knew it wasn’t. He took her right hand in 

his left, and they walked up High Street, cutting down back streets and then negotiating the 

traffic around Westgate, until at last they were walking on the spring grass of Castle Gardens, 

hand in hand. 

‘Uncle Graham?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Are you very sad just now?’ 

‘Yes.’ He paused, wondering what to say to her about his grief. ‘I miss Rose very much.’ 

She took a deep breath; she had to know this. ‘Was she – very special? Like your wife?’ 

‘Yes.’ She might as well know. ‘We were married. I was her husband and she was my 

wife.’ 
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She caught her breath, then let it out slowly. ‘I see,’ she said, and in those two words he 

heard and felt all her childish love for him, and his own heart reached out to hers. 

My heart is broken, and her heart is so full of love – can she help to heal my heart again, 

or at least to ease the pain? 

He turned to her and took both her hands in his. ‘Sophie,’ he began, ‘I loved Rose very 

much. But I love you too – I’ve loved you since I first set eyes on you, since you were a tiny 

baby. Sophie, my dear, will you marry me? I know you can’t, yet, but when you’re sixteen, as 

soon as you can.’ 

‘Yes,’ she breathed, then cried: ‘Yes! Yes, yes, yes, Uncle Graham,’ and threw herself at 

him, and he caught her and held her close and kissed her and kissed her as if he would never 

stop … 

Don’t do it, Graham. 

‘Oh, Uncle Graham, I love you, I love you so much – I want you so much – I lie in my bed 

longing for you – I wish you’d make me yours, and you’d be mine, forever …’ 

Don’t do it, Graham. 

‘Darling Soph, I love you so much – but we can’t do anything until you’re sixteen.’ 

‘Why? What’s so special about sixteen?’ 

‘It’s the law.’ 

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ 

‘Because – Soph, I am the law now. So I can’t break it. I can’t break myself – I can’t do it, 

Soph. We have to wait.’ 

‘What do you mean? You can’t be the law!’ 

‘But I am,’ he repeated, and she pulled away from him and stamped her foot. 

‘You say you love me, but you won’t do anything! Well, if that’s how you feel, you don’t 

have to!!’ – and she span away from him and ran away across the grass, sobbing aloud, 

leaving him baffled and speechless. 

Well done, Graham. You’ve escaped her. 

‘I’ve escaped,’ he said aloud, ‘but I don’t think I wanted to escape.’ 

In the sudden silence of the garden, a sparrow chirped in the cherry trees. 

 

Sophie burst into her house through the back door, her hair awry and her face covered in 

tears. Her mother was cooking and didn’t look up, simply remarking: ‘Did you have a good 

time in town, duck?’ 

‘No,’ choked Sophie, and ran to her room to cry her eyes out.  

 

Memnon flicked her whiskers at Greh when he materialised in the ‘common room’, as Carl 

called her office in the government buildings. ‘I see something went wrong this morning,’ she 

remarked. 

Greh sat down on a cushion on the floor and said, ‘I went to see Sophie. I don’t know what 

to do, Memnon. She’s so much in love with me – and I need love, just at the moment.’ 

‘Love?’ said a voice, and Errehn came into the room. ‘What’s that you’re saying, Greh?’ 

Memnon made ‘be careful’ gestures with her tail at Errehn, but the young Rhuaan ignored 

her. ‘What’s this about love?’ he asked. 

‘It’s Sophie,’ said Greh, heavily. ‘She wants me to sleep with her, and I had to turn her 

down.’ 

‘She did what?’ Errehn’s face had suddenly gone bright blue. 

‘She asked me to sleep with her. What does it matter to you, Errehn? – she’s a human, not 

a Rhuaan.’ 

‘She’s of dragon’s blood. Flame, Greh, don’t you ever stop? Aren’t you ever satisfied? 

How many partners do you have? Whatever happened to fidelity?’ 
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‘I’m very faithful to everyone!’ 

‘You slag!’ – and Errehn raised a hand and slapped Greh’s face. Then he stormed out. 

‘Hmm,’ said Memnon, looking at the door as it slammed shut behind him, ‘I think he 

needs to go back to sector ten.’ She looked at Greh, who was feeling his cheek tenderly. ‘Are 

you all right, Emron?’ 

‘I think so,’ said Greh. ‘I was going to ask you whether you thought I could bring Sophie 

here, but I don’t think she’d be safe, with Errehn about.’ 

‘No,’ agreed Memnon. ‘Could she go to Gustu?’ Anja and the children had recently 

returned to Gustu from supporting Greh on Trer: the government of Gustu needed Anja, and 

she didn’t like the Trerian schools. 

‘I think she finds Lysa and the others hard work.’ 

‘She could go to Thorion. The Priestess could look after her.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, brightening. ‘She’s always approved of Sophie. I’ll do that.’ 

 

Sophie remained in her room all afternoon, lying face down on her bed, weeping. Her mother 

concluded that she had quarrelled with her friends. At four o’clock, Gray came to find 

Sophie. He sat by her bed and kissed her hair. She rolled over and saw him, uttered a howl 

and threw her arms about his neck. He fell on to her bed next to her and held her close and 

kissed her, and at once forgot why he had come, and kissed her again … 

About the same time, David Walker came in from work. Julie said, ‘Soph’s in a funny 

mood. I think she’s had a row with her friends. She didn’t eat any lunch and she’s been 

crying in her room all afternoon.’ 

‘Oh, I’ll go and get her out,’ said David, and strode towards the door. 

Greh heard him coming just before he opened the door, and sat up, saying, ‘Your dad’s 

coming.’ Sophie uttered an ‘oh!’ and sat up. David burst in and saw them both sitting on 

Soph’s bed staring at him, their clothes in disorder, Greh’s face defiant, Soph terrified. 

‘Bradley!’ bellowed David. ‘I told you before to keep your hands off my daughter!’ 

‘Don’t worry, Walker,’ retorted Gray, ‘I’m taking her away. The sight won’t trouble you 

ever again.’ 

David caught the sneer in his voice. He saw Bradley’s hair rise, and he knew what it meant 

– and he acted fast. 

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘No! Don’t take Soph!’ and he leapt forward and grabbed his daughter 

around the waist. 

Sophie sobbed, ‘Let go, Dad,’ but Greh stopped the disintegration process and scowled at 

David. 

‘She wants to come with me,’ he said. ‘What’s your problem, Walker?’ 

‘She’s my daughter,’ retorted David. ‘If you take her I’ll have the law on you, Bradley.’ 

‘I am the law,’ sneered Gray. ‘Haven’t you heard?’ 

‘Then I’ll have the journals – the telly – every right-minded person in the galaxy, Bradley, 

I’ll kill you myself, if it’s the last thing I do.’ 

‘Which it will be,’ retorted Gray. 

‘Soph,’ said David desperately, holding tightly to his daughter, ‘Don’t go with this man – 

he’s evil.’ 

‘I love him,’ sobbed Sophie. ‘I love him, I love him!’ 

David felt a tight knot of fear deep in his stomach. What had Bradley done to his pure, 

lovely daughter? She was only fifteen. ‘I’ll kill you, Bradley! I’ll break every bone in your 

body!’ 

Then Julie, hearing the noise, rushed in – and saw her brother. ‘Graham!’ she exclaimed, 

then: ‘What the hell are you doing here? How did you get in?’ 

‘You know he walks through walls, Jules,’ said David ‘He’s come to abduct our daughter.’ 
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Julie’s face became scarlet. Her eyes flashed fury. She seemed to grow three inches – she 

advanced on her brother and dealt him a savage slap on each ear, which – as Gray hadn’t 

been expecting the blow and hadn’t shielded himself – left his head ringing. Sophie’s wail of 

‘Mum! Don’t hurt him! Leave him alone!’ did nothing to mollify her parents. 

Graham shook his head to clear it. He was still holding on to Sophie’s right hand – he 

could still vanish and take her with him, but he would probably take David too. He would 

have to negotiate. 

‘Sophie wants to come with me,’ he said. ‘We’ve decided to get married.’ 

‘You child abuser!’ screamed Julie. ‘Leave my daughter alone!’ 

Graham turned to kiss Sophie, found himself looking into David’s murderous eyes and 

stroked Sophie’s face instead. She smiled tearfully at him, and in that smile both her parents 

saw their worst fears fulfilled. Sophie had never looked at anyone else like that – so tenderly, 

so sweetly – it was love. 

‘I’ll kill you, Bradley,’ spluttered David. 

‘Why was Sophie crying earlier?’ demanded Julie. 

‘I wanted him to take me with him and he wouldn’t,’ answered Sophie defiantly. Her tone 

in addressing her mother was pure disdain – so different from her tone to her uncle, thought 

Julie despairingly. 

‘That’s better from you than I expected, Bradley,’ sneered David. 

‘I changed my mind,’ said Gray, ‘as Sophie’s so upset.’ 

‘She’s only a child!’ exclaimed Julie. ‘She isn’t old enough to make her own decisions.’ 

‘I am,’ retorted Sophie. ‘I told you ages ago, I’m going to marry him as soon as I’m old 

enough,’ and she threw her arms about her uncle’s neck. As her father was still holding her 

around the waist, this had the effect of bringing David and Graham face to face across her 

slight body, each looking daggers at the other. 

‘You’ll change your mind,’ exclaimed her mother, ‘as soon as you get out and meet real 

men.’ 

‘I don’t want them,’ – and Sophie kissed her uncle, then howled as her father hauled her 

back. ‘Dad! Stop it! Let me go!’ 

Julie stifled a sob. Was her lovely daughter – her beautiful girl whom she had never 

known how to look after and to whom she had never been a perfect mother, yet she was hers 

and she loved her nevertheless – was her lovely daughter to be snatched from her by this 

amoral monster? She was under no illusions about her brother. She knew his reputation; she 

was sure that he couldn’t be faithful to Sophie, and she was horribly afraid that he would 

soon get bored with her and abandon her in a brothel on some faraway planet. And, anyway, 

he was her uncle … 

Sophie looked reproachfully at her uncle. Wasn’t he going to take her away after all? And 

then she became aware that her mother was crying … and she felt rather awkward. She didn’t 

like to see her mother crying. Her father looked very grim. She suddenly had the vague idea 

that she was doing something wrong. 

She looked back at her uncle. He squeezed her hands and said, ‘I know it’s going to be 

very difficult for both of us, duck, but perhaps you should stay here for now.’ 

She looked into his eyes, and said silently: But I’ll still see you? 

Yes, just like normal. 

She sighed deeply, bit her lip and lent her head on his shoulder. He stroked her hair … 

‘Bradley, I’ll kill you for this.’ 

Gray looked at David, and then at Julie, who was trying to stifle her sobs, wiping her eyes 

with the sleeves of her jumper. He said, ‘All right. I won’t take Sophie now. When she’s 

sixteen she can decide where she wants to be. But if you lay a finger on her while she’s with 

you, I’ll kill you, Walker’ – this last to David. 
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‘I wouldn’t harm a hair of her head. Unlike you, Bradley.’ 

Gray kissed his niece’s forehead, and said, ‘I’ll go for the moment, then. I’ll be back. You 

can’t keep me out, Walker, and I’d advise you not to try.’ Then he gave Sophie another kiss 

on the forehead and said silently: Courage, duck. I’ll be back later, when you’re in bed. 

She sniffed, nodded and kissed him – and let him go. They parted with such tender smiles 

that David wanted to scream. As Gray vanished in a flash of light, Sophie burst into tears 

again. David tried to cuddle her, but she fought him off. 

‘You – I hate you! You sent him away! Oh, Uncle Graham!’ and she burst again into 

floods of tears. 

‘Soph, how could you do it?’ cried her mother. ‘How could you – your uncle – and he’s 

such an evil man – you’ve seen the telly – you’ve read the journals – oh, Soph!’ 

‘Shut up, Mum, he’s not evil, I love him, he’s the loveliest person in the galaxy, he’s kind 

and loving and he loves me and he looks after me’ – 

‘How long have you been seeing him, duck?’ asked David, gravely. 

She shook her head. ‘Not telling you.’ 

Her parents exchanged agonised glances. They both thought: has he ever stopped seeing 

her? 

I’ll kill him, thought David again. He got to his feet. ‘Look, Soph, go and wash your face 

and smarten yourself up, and come and have some tea. You must be done in.’ He took a deep 

breath and let it out. ‘I know I am,’ he said, and headed for the door. 

Julie hesitated. ‘Oh, Soph!’ she cried – but her husband took her arm and pulled her out of 

the room. Sophie heard him say: ‘We need to talk,’ and the door shut behind them. 

The moment they had gone, her uncle reappeared, with a finger to his lips. 

‘Quick!’ she hissed. ‘We can go now.’ 

He shook his head. ‘Better not, duck. They’ll only say I abducted you and cause no end of 

trouble. When you’re sixteen we can do it legally – I can marry you in public and no one can 

complain.’ 

She nodded emphatically. ‘Yes, that’ll show them!’ 

He kissed her sweetly, and she eagerly returned his kiss. 

In the kitchen, David and Julie were holding a council of war. 

‘She’s only a kid,’ Julie kept repeating, ‘a little kid!’ 

‘Not so little now, duck,’ said David. ‘She’s fifteen – if she were one of those foreign 

types, she’d be married by now.’ 

‘Oh, David! How could he do it? My own brother!’ 

‘You know what he’s like, duck.’ 

‘Yes – but I did hope – that he wouldn’t treat his own family like that. Oh, what can we 

do? We must get her away from him.’ 

‘Yes,’ said David firmly. He leaned against the cooker and folded his arms. He had always 

been a tall man, and now – in his late thirties – he was growing broader as well, a mountain 

of a man compared to Graham’s golden slightness. ‘Her trouble is, duck, that she’s never 

been out and met people except her school mates. I suggest we take her out more. I’ll take her 

down the station and introduce her to some of the lads. They’ll show her what real men are 

like – funny, outward going, with respect for law and order. They won’t try anything on – 

they’ll give her a view of real life.’ 

‘Yes. And perhaps I should take her down the gym – she needs to take more exercise.’ 

‘And we need to keep your brother occupied. I’ll get the super to have his mates 

investigated again – that’ll give him something to think about, rather than hanging round 

Soph.’ 
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So it was decided, and meanwhile, in their daughter’s room, their daughter and her uncle 

were locked in loving embrace. Until, that is, Gray felt a ringing in his head, and pulled away 

from Sophie sharply. 

‘What was that?’ she demanded. ‘I heard something!’ 

‘That’s Aoan calling me. I’ll have to go, duck.’ He turned to give her a farewell hug, but 

she interrupted him. ‘Is this that General Aoan that Bill’s so fond of?’ 

‘Yes. She’s very impressed by Bill’s letters. He’s been writing to her for years, hasn’t he?’ 

Sophie scowled. ‘So he keeps telling me. He thinks General Aoan is marvellous.’ 

Gray grinned, and in that grin Sophie saw that she had been right to be jealous of General 

Aoan. ‘Yes, she is.’ 

‘You don’t need to run off just because she calls you.’ 

‘Actually, I do. I’ve left her in charge, and if she’s called me it’s because something’s 

come up I have to deal with. Go and have tea with your mum and dad, duck, and call me 

tomorrow evening.’ He gave her a loving hug, and vanished. 

Sophie scowled. First he asked her to marry him, then he wouldn’t sleep with her, then he 

wouldn’t take her away, then he ran off to see that General Aoan. Did he really love her? She 

thought he did, but if he loved her surely he would want to stay with her all the time? She got 

reluctantly off her bed and went to the bathroom to wash. 

Half an hour later, Sophie walked into her parents’ living room for tea, radiating defiance, 

dressed in old jeans and an old jumper. Her mum said, ‘Now, Sophie duck, how would you 

like to go out this evening? There’s that good film on in town I know you’ve been wanting to 

see.’ 

‘I’m not going out with you,’ spat Sophie, as she sat down at the table and put her elbows 

on the table, head in hands. 

‘Not with us, duck – why don’t you ring up some of your friends and ask them to go with 

you?’ 

Sophie thought quickly. She could call Uncle Graham and ask him to come too. 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll do that.’ 

‘Go and do it now, duck,’ said Julie, ‘and then I’ll serve up tea.’ 

So Sophie ran to phone Anne, Sally, Elma, Bill, Jack and Sean. She also called her uncle 

in her mind: Uncle Graham! Meet me in the Odeon at 7.30, like you did for my fourteenth 

birthday! 

She felt his gentle touch in her mind, a soft ‘Yes, Soph,’ like a breeze, like grass yielding 

to her touch, and she was happy. 

 

Bill, however, was not happy. Sophie wanted to sit away from him, and he wanted to sit next 

to her. At last he got Sally and Jack to move along, and he sat on her left. Then that friend of 

hers turned up and sat on her other side. Bill snapped, ‘You again! Where did you come 

from?’ 

Sophie and the stranger ignored him. They smiled at each other – the stranger squeezed 

her hand – Bill could have screamed. ‘Hey, she’s my girlfriend, if you don’t mind,’ he said 

boldly. 

Sophie rounded on him. ‘I’m not your girlfriend.’ 

‘You are.’ 

‘I’m not. We’ve never been out – you’ve never kissed me or anything.’ 

‘That’s because I respect you. And I haven’t asked you out because we always all go out 

together.’ 

‘How’s your training, Bill?’ asked the stranger. 

‘It’s OK! No thanks to you for asking.’ 

Then the lights began to dim – everyone cried, ‘Shhh, shhhh,’ and the film began. 
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Bill tried to hold Sophie’s hand, but her back was turned to him. He looked at her and 

realised with a stab of horror that she was kissing that bloke. Who the hell was he? He had 

thought that her parents wouldn’t let her see anyone, they were that strict with her, with her 

dad a policeman and all. He hissed, ‘Hey – none of that. No nookey.’ 

Sophie detached herself from her friend. ‘Bill – shut up,’ she hissed. ‘Go away.’ 

‘I won’t. I didn’t come here to – I came out with you. Don’t let him do that.’ 

‘Shut up.’ 

Bill got to his feet. ‘I won’t.’ He spoke to the stranger: ‘You – outside.’ 

‘Sit down,’ several people hissed. 

The stranger turned to Bill. ‘Come out, then, and let Soph watch the film.’ 

‘No,’ said Sophie. 

‘Yes,’ said the stranger, kissed her on the cheek, got up and left the auditorium. Bill 

squeezed past Sophie and followed him. 

The stranger led the way down the passage to the door, Bill following. Bill expected to 

find himself in the open area at the top of the stairs, but instead they went down the passage, 

through a door at the end, and out into bright sunlight. As it had been evening when he went 

into the cinema, Bill stopped short with shock. He stared even more when he looked at the 

stranger and recognised him. 

‘You’re – you’re Soph’s uncle,’ he said. ‘Graham Bradley.’ 

‘Yes,’ said the other. ‘And you’re wasted on Sophie, Bill. When I told Aoan that I was 

coming to see Sophie this evening, she told me to bring you back with me. She’s worried 

about the company you’re keeping.’ 

‘What, Soph? But she’s perfect!’ 

Bill was interested to see Graham Bradley’s face twist. ‘Well – she’s very sweet, but not 

perfect. Bill, you’ve got a fan here that I’d like you to meet. She should be somewhere 

around: ah, here she comes. Lysa, this is Bill Townsend.’ 

Bill blinked and looked about him. He realised that not only was he in bright sunlight, but 

he was standing in a courtyard, surrounded by green plants, and beyond the plants a fine 

building – and out of a door in said building had just stepped the most beautiful girl he had 

ever set eyes upon. 

‘Who?’ – he began, then stopped, lost for words. 

‘This is my daughter, Lysa. Lyssie, come and meet Bill. He’s shy.’ 

Lysa came across the courtyard, a dazzling smile on her face. ‘Hello, Bill. Aoan has said 

such lovely things about you. She shows me your letters, and I’ve been longing to meet you. 

You want to join the space fleet, don’t you? I’d love to be your friend.’ She stopped in front 

of Bill, and held out her right hand. ‘Welcome to Gustu.’ 

Bill shook her hand and muttered something which might have been, ‘Thank you very 

much.’ 

‘Lysa, show Bill round the palace. I’m sure he’d love to see it,’ said her father. ‘I’ll be 

with Aoan and your mum when you’ve finished. I’ll have to take Bill back home, but you’ve 

got about an hour.’ Gray usually reckoned to be able to twist time by an hour across the 

galactic arm. 

‘Come on,’ said Lysa to her guest, ‘come and look round,’ and she took Bill’s right hand 

in her left and led him away. 

Gray went to find Aoan and Anja. He was feeling a little ashamed of himself, partly for 

abandoning Sophie (but I’ll go back to her almost the moment I left, he told himself), and for 

winding Bill up, but mostly because Aoan and Anja had given him a thorough tongue-

lashing. Sophie was only a human, she was his niece, she was far too young for him, he had 

plenty of pets already, Rose would have been ashamed of him, and he had enough to do 

without inventing troubles for himself. ‘I know you’re grieving over Rose,’ said Anja, ‘but, 
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darling, you know these humans only live a few years. You always knew she was going to 

die soon. And we all love you. You don’t need to go getting young humans into trouble.’ 

‘You can’t make Sophie into a pet,’ said Aoan. ‘We need your relatives in government, 

not in your bed. And if she had any sense, she’d be planning to be Bill Townsend’s partner, 

not yours. That young man is seriously impressive. Where is he?’ 

‘I expect he’ll be at the film with Sophie,’ Gray had said. 

‘Then bring him over here. I want to meet him. He can meet Lysa too – she’s been dying 

to meet him for ages,’ said Aoan. 

So Gray had brought Bill over, and introduced him to Lysa, and now he made his way to 

find his sister and his wife, feeling somewhat chastened. He knew that Sophie was not as 

brilliant, or brave, or lovely as Aoan or Anja, but she did love him dearly in her own way, 

and he felt that she was his own special love, whom he didn’t have to share with anyone else. 

And the look on her face when she realised that he’d been married to Rose, and hadn’t told 

her, had almost broken his heart. He had seen then how much she longed to marry him, and 

he wanted to make her happy, to make it up to her somehow, to bring a smile to that stricken 

face … 

Aoan was sitting with Anja in the lounge, going through government papers, with the 

computer slab next to them – each had a hand in the dancing lights, checking data, sending 

instructions, authorising this and confirming that. They both looked up as he entered and 

welcomed him with big smiles: ‘Gray! You’re back safe. How are Bill and Lysa getting on?’ 

asked Aoan. 

‘I think Bill’s completely smitten.’ 

‘Good,’ said Aoan. ‘Lysa will show him how good a girl can be.’ 

‘What did Lysa think of Bill?’ asked Anja. 

‘I think she liked what she saw.’ 

‘That’s a relief! Sit down, darling. We were just packing up for the evening.’ 

Gray thought that they didn’t look like anything of the sort, but he was happy to sit down 

on the floor cushions with them, and put the slab aside and help them put their papers away, 

and chat and fool around a little – a tickling match, a bit of a romp, some erotic playtime – 

until they heard the children coming, and tidied themselves up just before Bill and Lysa came 

in, hand in hand. 

‘Mum, Dad!’ cried Lysa. ‘Bill and I want to get married.’ 

Bill said nothing. He just stood and smiled at Lysa, utter devotion in his big brown eyes. 

‘Oh, dear – you’re a bit young,’ said Anja, coming over all mother-with-responsibilities, 

having been the mad young lover just moments before. 

‘We’re not! Bill’s going to come here to train, and we’ll set up home together.’ 

‘Sit down,’ said Aoan. ‘We’ll talk this through.’ 
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3. What happened to Bill 

 

Sophie was annoyed with her uncle. He disappeared for half the film, but at last he and Bill 

came back about a quarter of an hour from the end. Bill sat down on one side of her and 

stared at the screen, and her uncle sat on the other side. Her uncle put his arm around her and 

kissed her, and she settled back into his embrace, but she was aware that Bill seemed a bit 

spaced-out. He hadn’t even greeted her when he came back. The thought of this distracted her 

from her uncle, and she didn’t really enjoy the rest of the time in the cinema. 

After the film was over, her uncle disappeared with a ‘See you, Soph,’ and she was left to 

get herself and the others home. The rest were in a really good mood, laughing and joking 

over the film (which had been a good one – she was glad they’d come to see it) – except for 

Bill, who didn’t say anything much on the way home. She asked: ‘Are you OK?’ and he just 

nodded and said, ‘Yeah.’ That was all she could get out of him. He didn’t have a black eye or 

anything, so she assumed that her uncle had just talked to him and explained the situation.  

She was relieved that Bill wasn’t bothering her, but on the other hand she was hurt 

because he’d stopped bothering her. He used to keep seeking her out and telling her things 

about General Aoan that she didn’t want to know, but now he hardly spoke to her at all. That 

evening he hardly even said ‘Good night’ when they got back to New Parks, and over the 

next few days he never even spoke to her at school. After school they used to walk part of the 

way home together, but now he just vanished straight after class and she had no idea where 

he’d gone. 

Bill’s mother also noticed that Bill wasn’t acting normally. He seemed to be in a 

permanent daze, and he wouldn’t tell her what was wrong. One morning she marched him off 

to the local G.P.’s surgery on an early ‘emergency’ appointment, and asked the G.P. to tell 

her whether Bill had had a fall on the head. The G.P. shoo’ed Bill’s mum out of the 

consulting room and asked Bill where he’d been recently to get so spaced out. 

‘I went to the cinema. I met someone.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘I met someone Sophie Walker knows.’ 

‘Don’t you remember what happened?’ 

‘Not really.’ 

‘Did they hit you?’ 

‘No. Not really.’ 

The G.P. examined Bill, shining a light into his eyes, then checked his reflexes and could 

find nothing wrong. She decided that Bill must have had some sort of shock. Bill’s mum then 

decided that he must have been attacked at the cinema, and went to the police. 

Sophie’s dad had taken her down to the police station on the day after the big row, ‘to 

show you what life’s really like, Soph,’ and she had enjoyed herself so much chatting to the 

young policemen that he took her back again later in the week. She was not alarmed when 

one of her dad’s colleagues asked her to come into a side room, ‘Just for a little chat,’ but 

when he started asking her about the trip to the cinema earlier in the week she got worried. 

‘Who was with you?’ asked the policeman. 

‘Anne, Sally, Elma, Bill, Jack and Sean.’ 

‘Did another person join you later?’ He noticed that she grew alarmed at the question. 

‘No.’ 

‘Bill said that they did.’ 

‘There was someone we know from school. It wasn’t anything. We didn’t talk to them.’ 

He couldn’t cross-examine her as he would have liked – she was Dave Walker’s daughter, 

and if she told Dave, there’d be trouble. But he was satisfied that she was lying. 
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‘OK, duck,’ he said. ‘That’s all I wanted.’ 

 

He spoke to Dave later. ‘Your daughter went out to the cinema earlier this week with some 

mates.’ 

Dave was surprised. ‘Yes, she did. What about it?’ 

‘Apparently there was some sort of argument and one of the lads was hurt. Did Sophie 

mention it?’ 

Dave shook his head emphatically. ‘No.’ 

‘I asked her too and she denies it happened.’ 

‘So, it never happened.’ 

‘But her friend says it did. And he’s in a bad way. In a permanent daze. His mum’s very 

concerned.’ 

‘So? Sophie wasn’t there.’ 

‘Her friend says she was.’ 

Dave frowned. ‘I’ll have a word with her about it.’ 

 

He asked Sophie later, when she was with Anne and Sally, about to set out on a shopping 

trip – and all three agreed that Bill was in a bad way, but denied all knowledge of how it had 

happened. Dave let the matter drop. 

 

Bill was in his room. He knew he was acting oddly, but he couldn’t help it. He sat at his desk, 

put his forehead in his hands and concentrated. 

Oh, you who rule the stars and planets – answer me. 

– Here I am. 

He opened his eyes. Graham Bradley was there, and with him the sweet vision of his eyes, 

the joy of his heart. Bill jumped up and threw his arms about Lysa’s neck. They hugged each 

other and exchanged warm kisses, and then Graham Bradley put his arms about both of them 

and whirled them through space, back to a quiet, grassy meadow on Gustu, where summer 

flowers grew and birds sang, and the two young lovers could run and jump and play together, 

and talk and kiss and be together for a while every evening. Gray would leave them there and 

go back to work, and come back around an hour later to take Bill back home and Lysa back 

to the government palace before either of their mothers could panic. 

 

Bill’s mum was making tea in the kitchen. She assumed that Bill must be doing his 

homework, and thought that she should feel relieved that he was getting on with work even 

though he was acting so oddly – but found that she couldn’t convince herself. No, whatever 

she tried to tell herself, she was still worried about Bill. She put down the kitchen knife, 

washed and dried her hands, and went upstairs to check on her son. 

She knocked on the door, calling, ‘Bill? Are you OK? Would you like a hot drink?’ 

There was no reply. 

‘Bill, duck, are you OK?’ 

Still silence, and all her fears returned in a rush. She knocked again and pushed open the 

door – he wasn’t there. The room was full of junk, clothes strewed the floor, the desk was 

covered in pieces of paper, Bill’s bag and its contents were all over the bed – but there was no 

Bill. 

Bill’s mum panicked. She rushed into the room, crying, ‘Bill! Bill! Where are you?’ She 

looked under the bed, under the desk – there was no sign of him anywhere (later she asked 

herself why on Earth she had looked under the bed and under the desk, but she was in such a 

panic, then, that she simply looked everywhere). She looked out of the window – had he gone 

out that way? She hadn’t heard him leave the house – she ran down the stairs, and – still in 
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her apron and slippers, not even pausing to put on a coat – she ran out into the street, crying: 

‘Bill! Bill? Can you hear me?’ 

Then – oh joy of joys! She saw a familiar figure coming down the street towards her, with 

another figure at its side and two more behind. She didn’t stop to ask who the others might 

be, but ran down the street and flung her arms about him, weeping: ‘Bill! Where have you 

been?’ 

‘Sorry, Mum,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve been gone longer than I meant to.’ 

She held him close, crying: ‘Never, ever do that to me again,’ and then looked up at his 

companions, and recognised them at once. Her mouth dropped open. She straightened up – 

still holding on to Bill. 

‘General Bradley! General Aoan!’ she stammered, ‘What – what are you doing here? 

What has Bill been up to? I hope he’s been behaving himself.’ 

Lord Aoan smiled broadly and said, ‘Completely, Mrs Townsend. Your son is brilliant, 

and he’ll be a fine space pilot,’ and Bill’s mum felt herself glow with pride. Graham Bradley 

said: ‘Mrs Townsend, could we have a talk with you about your son? He’s very promising – 

you know he wants to join the Imperial Fleet.’ 

She nodded wordlessly. 

‘We’d like him to start as soon as possible. And my daughter would like to meet you as 

well.’ 

He gestured at the figure who had been walking with Bill, who – Bill’s mum now realised 

– had been holding Bill’s hand as they came down the street. She looked at the figure, and 

realised that it was a very attractive young woman. She had a triangular face and a slightly 

pixie look about her, and Bill’s mum had an idea that this meant that she wasn’t actually a 

human girl but Gustu. As a member of Earth’s pro-Imperial movement she had more 

awareness of the different Federal races than most of Britain’s population, but there were 

very few Gustu living in Britain at that time because of the relatively cold, wet climate of that 

region. It was a bit of a shock for her to realise that her Bill had found himself such a pretty 

girl, and that this girl wasn’t human, but she smiled as well as she could at the young woman 

and said, ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 

‘Hello, Mrs Townsend,’ said the other, holding out her right hand to shake, with the most 

brilliantly welcoming smile Bill’s mum had ever seen. Her accent was slightly ‘foreign’, but 

her enunciation was clear. ‘I’m Lysa. I’ve been looking forward so much to meeting you. Bill 

says you’re the best mum in the world.’ 

Mrs Townsend blinked, and for some unaccountable reason felt tears rise in her eyes. She 

shook the proffered hand warmly. ‘How nice to meet you, Lysa. Would you all like to come 

back for some tea? Bill hasn’t had his tea yet, and his dad isn’t due in for another hour, but if 

you’re able to wait, he’d love to meet you all.’ 

‘Yes, I think we’ll do that,’ said Aoan, with a casual assumption of control which 

momentarily staggered Mrs Townsend, until she remembered again that this stunning 

Imperial woman was a general. ‘I’d like to talk to both Bill’s parents.’ 

‘While Bill eats his tea,’ said General Bradley, ‘we’ll explain to you, Mrs Townsend, and 

then explain to your husband later.’ 

So they all walked back up the street. Mrs Townsend glowed with pride at the thought that 

her son, her Bill, had attracted the attention of these two great generals. And as for General 

Bradley’s daughter, she was beautiful, and such a charming girl! 

Back at the house, she sent Bill to wash his hands and then made him sit at the table and 

eat his meal. Once he was seated and eating – Lysa sat up at the table too, next to him – the 

two lords sat cross-legged on the sofa at the other end of the lounge-dining room, told Bill’s 

mum to sit down too (she sat in an easy chair), and began to explain. 
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‘Sophie tells me that Bill has been a bit foggy-headed recently,’ said General Bradley. 

‘I’m afraid it’s my fault.’ 

Sophie, thought Bill’s mum, of course! Sophie Walker was Graham Bradley’s niece. Of 

course – that was how Bill came to know him. 

‘I told Bill not to tell anyone I’d been talking to him because I thought you would only 

worry,’ Graham Bradley said. ‘I’ve had so much trouble from my sister and brother-in-law – 

Sophie’s parents – over the years.’ 

Bill’s mum nodded understandingly. 

‘I took Bill over to Gustu planet to see Aoan. You know he’s been writing to her, asking to 

get on the space training programme, and Aoan wanted to meet him. She’s very impressed.’ 

He looked at Aoan, who took over the conversation. 

‘Mrs Townsend, your son has all the qualities required to be a space pilot. He loves 

novelty and adventure, he’s brave, he’s intelligent, he has initiative.’ 

Bill listened with some embarrassment, but Lysa smiled at him reassuringly, so he kept on 

eating his meal. Mrs Townsend sat and listened to Lord Aoan’s praise of her son, nodding as 

necessary and glowing with pride. When Lord Aoan said, ‘I’d really like to take him back 

with him now and get him on the early stage of the programme,’ she almost said, ‘Yes,’ but 

stopped herself just in time. 

‘His dad and I would be broken-hearted to have him so far away, while he’s so young,’ 

she said. ‘But I know he’d love to do it.’ 

At the table, Bill nodded vigorously. 

‘If he can’t come full time, may I borrow him every afternoon after school and send him 

back in time for the evening meal? Then he can at least get started, and when he reaches 

sixteen I hope you’ll let him come to Gustu for good and enter the full training programme. 

At least then he’ll be well on the way to catching up with what he’s missed in Earth schools.’ 

‘So he’d only be gone for a few hours each day?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Graham Bradley. ‘I’d take him and bring him back.’ 

‘Well, I can’t say without asking his dad, but I’d think that would be OK.’ 

‘Thanks, Mum!’ came a voice from the table. Bill’s mum heard a soft voice say something 

too low for her to catch, and a thought struck her. 

‘Is Lysa on the space pilot programme too?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Lysa. ‘I’m training to be a diplomat, so I have to learn to fly the ships and 

know how they are used. Don’t worry, Mrs Townsend – I’ll look after Bill for you.’ 

From some girls, that would have been a threat; but Bill’s mum did not find Lysa 

threatening. She thought that she was the nicest young lady she had met for years, and would 

be an excellent friend for Bill. She smiled, and nodded her thanks; and Bill and Lysa grinned 

at each other and squeezed each other’s hands in success. 

 

Bill’s dad got in from work at six-thirty pm, to be met by his son demanding, ‘Dad, can I go? 

Can I?’ and his wife saying, ‘We’ve got visitors, dear,’ and then, behind her in the lounge, 

rising as he entered, the unmistakeable figures of General Graham Bradley and General Aoan 

Sommerer, and with them the prettiest girl he had seen for a long time.  

He was all but overcome at the sight of the two generals. As a member of Earth’s pro-

Imperial movement he had followed their careers for the last fifteen-odd years, and he could 

hardly speak for joy and astonishment. He spluttered something about their being welcome to 

his humble abode. He bowed. They came up to him and shook his hand and congratulated 

him on having such an intelligent son, so devoted to the Imperial cause. He blushed for pride. 

They urged him to take off his coat and sit down and they would explain why they had come, 

as they had already explained to his wife. And all the time, Bill was at his elbow, saying, 

‘Dad, please can I go? Lysa will be there too.’ And the beautiful young girl held out her hand 
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to him and said, ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Townsend. I’m Lysa – I’m Graham Bradley’s 

daughter.’ 

His daughter. Bill’s dad realised that he had been vaguely aware that Graham Bradley had 

children, but he had never seen pictures or even heard their names. Now here was one of 

them, as stunning to look at as her father, with the same winning smile and way of persuading 

you the moment you set eyes on her. He’d read about the Imperials’ powers and that this was 

how they won victories and ruled the Empire. It had made him a little uneasy about their 

government, although it was clearly far preferable to Federal despotism. But now he met the 

two Imperial generals, and set eyes on young Lysa, he realised that it would be all right. They 

were charming and won you round, but they were clearly good-hearted people who were 

acting in your best interests, not their own. He looked at Lysa, at General Aoan, at General 

Bradley, and knew that he would trust them with his life. He had supported them for years, 

but now he really trusted them. 

He sat down in his favourite armchair, while the two Imperials sat on the sofa and his wife 

sat in the other easy chair. Bill and Lysa pulled up chairs from the dining table and sat down. 

The two Imperials explained why they had come, and Bill’s dad listened in astonishment and 

pleasure at their praise for his son. At last he said, ‘What do you say, Tessa?’ – to his wife. 

‘I said as long as he’s only gone a couple of hours I think it will be OK,’ said his wife 

gravely. ‘I’m sure they’ll look after him – they have so far – and Bill is anxious to go.’ 

‘And what about Lysa?’ Bill’s dad looked at the lovely young girl seated at his son’s side. 

Were the two holding hands? Yes, they were. It must be love – did he want his son to marry 

an alien? It was all rather sudden, and only a couple of weeks ago Bill had been talking about 

Sophie Walker as if he was hoping to marry her some day, and now Sophie was out of the 

running and this lovely alien had taken her place – but, he had to keep reminding himself, she 

wasn’t really an alien, because she was Graham Bradley’s daughter, and Graham Bradley 

was human, or at least he used to be human. It was all so confusing, and difficult to decide 

what was best … 

‘I’m on the training programme too,’ Lysa was saying. ‘Bill and I want to be together.’ 

‘You know you’ve always said I should take my opportunities, Dad,’ said Bill. ‘Well, this 

is my opportunity and I want to take it.’ 

‘Well,’ said his dad, ‘provided you behave yourself and do as you’re told. And you must 

remember to be back for tea.’ 

Bill and Lysa looked at each other, their faces alight with pure joy. ‘Of course I will,’ said 

Bill. 

Mrs Townsend got to her feet. ‘If that’s settled, I’ll serve up tea, Brian. Now – my lords – 

would you like something? Can I get anything for you?’ 

But Graham Bradley shook his golden head and said, ‘No, thank you Mrs Townsend. We 

ate before we came.’ 

‘Mum,’ said Bill, ‘can I show them my stuff in my room?’ 

His mum winced at the thought of the state of his room, but decided that it was Bill’s 

responsibility. ‘All right, if they want to see it – but don’t bore them.’ 

‘I won’t.’ Bill jumped up, still holding Lysa’s hand. ‘Come on,’ he said to his guests, and 

led them out of the room and upstairs. His parents heard him say, ‘That’s Deb’s room – she’s 

at university – that’s Mum and Dad’s room, there’s the bathroom – this is my room,’ and they 

heard him lead them in and say, ‘I’m afraid it’s a bit of a mess.’ 

Bill’s mum laughed heartily to herself, and served up the evening meal for herself and her 

husband. They ate in peace, keeping half an ear open to the conversation upstairs: they heard 

Lysa exclaim over something (the state of Bill’s bed, thought his mum to herself); they heard 

General Aoan’s voice, dry and amused, but they couldn’t make out words; they heard 
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Graham Bradley say, ‘I didn’t know that there was so much publicity material in existence,’ 

and Bill’s response, ‘You haven’t seen half of it.’ 

‘I never thought he’d end up showing all his fan collection to the people in the fan 

collection,’ remarked Bill’s mum. 

‘He’s done all right for himself,’ his dad said. ‘I wonder how he managed such a stroke of 

luck?’ 

‘You know Sophie Walker is Graham Bradley’s niece. I expect she introduced them.’ 

‘Funny that Sophie should introduce Bill to a rival.’ 

‘She probably didn’t realise that Lysa was a rival.’ 

‘She’s a fool if she didn’t. That is a lovely girl – so pleasant and friendly. Quite different 

from Sophie.’ 

‘Well – Sophie is young. I think Lysa is more mature.’ 

Both parents nodded at that thought, and went on with their meal. Both of them thought 

‘wedding bells,’ but neither spoke the thought aloud, thinking that the other would ridicule 

the suggestion. But when Bill and Lysa eventually came down from his room, still hand in 

hand, with the two Imperials behind them, and Bill said, ‘I’m taking them for a walk to show 

them around,’ both parents nodded to themselves again, and said almost in unison, ‘OK, but 

don’t be late back.’ Then they settled down to watch the visual, remembering their own 

courting days and not expecting Bill back until late. 

 

So Bill and Lysa’s relationship changed from simply enjoying themselves together to space 

training together. Lysa’s schooling moved on to include training in cosmology, the theory of 

space flight, and – as she showed an aptitude for it – basic space piloting. Each day after 

school, Bill came over to Gustu to join Lysa’s school classes for a couple of hours. Usually 

Gray picked him up from his house and brought him to Gustu, but if Gray was too busy Aoan 

would take a deep breath and fetch him herself. It was worth it, she said, to see how well the 

young human was coming on, and to see how happy Lysa was. 

Lysa was about an Earth year younger than Bill, and around six months younger than 

Sophie. Gustu children mature socially more quickly than human children, although they 

become sexually mature later. So Lysa wasn’t ready for marriage, if marriage is for sex; but if 

marriage is for companionship, then she was certainly old enough. Young Gustu often set up 

permanent partnerships before they are actually ready for a sexual relationship, purely on the 

basis of friendship. Aoan kept a motherly eye on Lysa’s progress, as if she were a kind of 

surrogate daughter – the daughter of her cara Grehoan, her ‘other self’, and of her dear friend 

Anja. 

Anja had been worried at first that her daughter would find it all too much work, and that 

her relationship with Bill would undermine her school work, but she soon saw that neither 

occurred and that, on the contrary, Lysa and Bill were urging each other on to greater and 

greater things. So she tried to relax and enjoy her daughter’s happiness, telling herself that 

she’d better enjoy it now because soon Lysa would be wanting to set up home with Bill, and 

perhaps cross the sectors and go to Trer to work for General Aoan. It would be a good move 

for both of them. She would hate not seeing Lysa every day, but she was sure that Aoan 

would look after them. 

In the meantime, Aoan moved back and forth between Trer and Gustu on a daily basis. 

Although she hated the ‘transference’ which Greh used, she found it was the only practical 

means of keeping in touch with both ends of the Empire, as she now called it. Lord Wiroan 

had certainly known what he was doing when he gave Greh the power to transfer himself 

across space, but she still found that it gave her a terrible headache. 

She had to keep whizzing back and forth, not only to check up on Bill and Lysa, and to see 

Anja and ensure that all was well on Gustu, but to keep an eye on Greh. He seemed to be 
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getting over Rose’s death, but she knew that he wasn’t. He was still sick at heart – his aura 

was ragged round the edges and a sick yellowish-brown colour – and he was spending a lot of 

time with his pets. He spent a lot of time with his pet on Taratradene (Renual, but Aoan could 

never remember the names of all Greh’s pets) and with the pair on Bessiday (Ragnor and 

Sarah), and when she called him in her mind she was sure that she was usually hauling him 

out of some human’s bed. He would appear looking relatively cheerful, but with his aura all 

jagged and twisted. The only times he looked even half decent was when he had been with 

her, or Faroan on Thorion, or Anja and the children on Gustu, or – Aoan hated to think it – on 

Earth with Sophie. She tried to go with him when he went to Earth, or to send Ray or Carl 

with him, and insist that they went to Mick’s and didn’t go anywhere near Sophie, but she 

knew he was seeing a lot of his niece and she didn’t know what she could do about it. She 

could only hope that Wiroan would be as good as his word and would prevent Greh from 

shaming himself and the government by seducing his niece while she was underage. 

In this hope she was joined by Sophie’s parents, who were doing all they could to keep 

Sophie away from Gray and to keep Gray occupied. Gray and Mick found that their business 

was being hassled by the authorities, export and import documentation was suddenly 

mysteriously ‘out of order’, and there were piles of new forms to complete. Gray’s contacts 

in Earth Security suggested to him that Dave Walker’s boss was behind this, at Dave’s 

request. Gray reckoned that this was probably what had happened, but it was almost 

impossible to do anything about it. Earth’s trading systems were such a mass of red 

bureaucratic tape that it was easier to pay up and fill in the new forms rather than try to fight 

the system. It infuriated him, but it did have the required effect (in Aoan’s view) of making 

him too busy to hang around Sophie. Meanwhile, Julie took her daughter ‘down the gym’ in 

the evenings and at weekends to ‘meet people’ and get some exercise, and Dave took her 

along to off-duty social events at the police station. Sophie was annoyed that she couldn’t get 

more time to herself to spend with her uncle, but she did enjoy going out with her parents, 

and meeting good-looking young men who had lots of exciting stories to tell her about 

criminal gangs and desperate rescues and brushes with death. 

Bill’s parents grew prouder and prouder of him. From what he told them, he was coming 

on in leaps and bounds in learning about space craft and how to fly a ship, how to navigate, 

how to manoeuvre close to planets, etc., etc. In addition, when Gray and Aoan brought him 

back in the evenings they sometimes stayed to give his parents a report, which was always 

glowing. Lysa would accompany Bill, and sit next to him on the sofa, holding his hands and 

staring at him in adoration. 

At weekends, Bill would go over to Gustu or Lysa would come to Leicester for the day 

and they would rush about together, exploring their worlds anew with all the excitement of 

seeing the familiar surroundings through the fresh eyes of their loved one. They had romantic 

evening walks and taught each other the constellations of their respective skies, so that when 

they were far apart they could look up at each other’s stars. During the week, Bill found his 

old school boring, and he had to keep fending his friends off when they asked him to come 

round after school (‘I’m busy. Can I see you this evening?’). He didn’t want to have to 

explain about Lysa, or Lord Greh, or Lord Aoan. He had an idea that it would upset Sophie, 

and his friends would tease him for having a girlfriend. They’d probably say unkind things 

about her being a Gustu girl, and then if they saw her they’d want to run off with her. Bill 

thought it was better to keep Lysa a secret to himself. 

Sophie knew that Bill was going over to Gustu each evening to train on space ships, 

because her uncle had told her. He’d asked her if she’d like to go too, but she had refused; 

she much preferred to go out shopping with Anne and Sally, or down the gym with her mum. 

Lysa and Krissie were ‘quite nice’, as she put it to her uncle, ‘but we don’t have much in 

common.’ Gray nodded. He knew that Sophie found it difficult to cope with the idea that 
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Lysa, Krissie and Bernie were his children; and she was jealous of Anja. He also knew that 

Sophie wasn’t as intelligent as his children and found it hard to keep up with them. 

But he loved her nevertheless. She was loving and passionate. He’d proposed to her in a 

moment of compassion and affection, but he intended to keep to his promise. He would 

marry her – but, mindful of what Julie Smythe had said to him (he preferred to forget what 

Aoan and Anja had said) – he would wait until she was sixteen. And then – he hadn’t thought 

through what he would do. He could hardly take her to Gustu; he had no intention of setting 

up some sort of harem, despite Aimee Neasden’s jibes. Perhaps Sophie should have that 

house of hers in Thurcaston – but what would her mum say? He shook off the thought and 

mentally put the matter aside for the moment. He’d find some solution, he told himself. 

 Sophie’s friends didn’t know what Bill was up to, and were a bit annoyed at him for not 

telling them. A few incidents served to make them more curious. One day, as they were 

walking home from school, Bill suddenly said, ‘Oh – must go,’ and dashed off in the opposite 

direction to meet a man and a younger girl. It was Gray and Lysa, but none of them 

recognised Gray at that distance, and of course none of them knew Lysa. Sophie realised that 

it was probably her uncle, but decided not to rush off after Bill because she didn’t want her 

mum to hear any rumours about her meeting her uncle. So she just said, ‘Trust Bill to go 

running off,’ and walked on down the street. Elma said, ‘So that’s who Bill meets. Shall we 

follow him?’ 

‘No,’ said Jack, ‘they look boring to me.’ 

‘Let’s go to the Co-Op,’ said Sophie quickly, ‘I want some fizzy-pop.’ 

So they went to buy some bottles of the popular beverage. But Elma’s curiosity was 

aroused, and she pestered Bill on the matter the following day. Bill, however, just said it was 

a friend of his parents and his daughter, and refused to elaborate. 

Bill’s friends also noticed that Bill was becoming very knowledgeable about certain 

subjects. He was way ahead of them all in language class – he spoke ‘Federation’ better than 

any of them. He knew so much about spaceships and space that they started calling him ‘Mr 

Space.’ Even Sophie was a little jealous. Bill also raced ahead in physics, until he was so far 

ahead of the rest of the class that the teacher accused him of swotting on the sly. ‘Where did 

you get all this from?’ 

‘I’ve been having classes after school,’ said Bill offhandedly. ‘I’m going to Gustu when 

I’ve got my school leaving exams, and I’m going to train as a space pilot.’ 

‘Have they been sending you pre-course material to study?’ asked his teacher, interested. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’d be interested to see some of it.’ 

So Bill – with Aoan’s permission – brought some of the course material back from Gustu, 

and he and his teacher sat down during break time and went through it together. Bill had to 

translate some of it, because it was in the Gustu version of the Federation language, which 

isn’t quite the same as what humans learn at school – but Bill was so fluent now that this 

wasn’t a problem. His teacher was absolutely fascinated with the course, saying: ‘I wish I 

could teach all this here. When you get on to your course, Bill, ask them to send us the course 

material so we can run it here. There’s no reason why Earth children shouldn’t have access to 

all this material.’ 

Fair point, thought Bill, and he passed the idea on to Aoan. Eventually the course did get 

to Earth, but it took her several years to get it past Earth’s educational experts. That, however, 

is peripheral to this story. 

Bill’s friends took note of Bill’s achievements. It was tempting for them to call him ‘swot’ 

and even to pick fights with him – but Bill was growing taller and stronger and he was more 

than a match for his friends. The physical training that he had to do as part of the space pilot 
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course, as well as all the exercise he was getting, running around with Lysa, was making him 

very fit. He was not a youth to meddle with. 

One lad who did – Sean – quickly learnt his error. Bill knocked his legs from under him 

with a well-aimed kick and was on his back in a moment, pinning him down. It was a trick he 

had learnt from the Gustu instructor, ‘essential for dealing with hostile life forms,’ as she had 

put it. 

‘Give in! Or I’ll flatten you.’ 

‘I give in. Let go!’ Bill released his friend, who crawled to his feet, muttering furiously. 

‘How the hell did you learn to fight like that?’ 

‘His parents’ friends teach him,’ said Elma, and Bill just smiled and shook his head. 

 

During the summer holidays, Bill spent more and more time with Lysa. They were not, of 

course, Lysa’s summer holidays, as the Gustu year does not match the Earth year, and in any 

case Lysa’s school terms were different from the school terms in Leicester. But Lysa did get 

two weeks’ holiday between two school sessions, as she called them, and Bill got permission 

from his parents to spend most of those two weeks on Gustu as a guest of Anja and Gray. Bill 

would have loved Lysa to come and stay with him in New Parks, and Lysa would have been 

glad to have come, but Anja would not hear of her daughter staying overnight on ‘that 

barbarous planet.’ So Lysa had to settle for getting her father or Lord Aoan to bring her to see 

Bill at his home for a day and then going home, and having Bill come to stay with her. 

Bill had a glorious time on Gustu planet. He didn’t admit to anyone that he was absolutely 

terrified about going for two weeks, but he was determined to go, to be with Lysa; and he 

thought that Sophie’s uncle Graham would make sure that he was OK. In fact he didn’t see 

Sophie’s uncle very much, although he would drop in every day to see Lysa and her mum and 

sister and brother, but mostly he was away: ‘On Trer,’ explained Lysa, ‘helping to govern the 

Empire. He has to be there most of the time.’ When Bill asked, ‘Couldn’t he do that from 

here?’ Lysa said, ‘Oh, no! Trer is where the Imperial government is now.’ 

Bill, who was aware (through his parent’s pro-Imperial interests) that there is an emperor 

on Thorion, asked: ‘What about the Emperor?’ and was surprised when Lysa became 

agitated. ‘Well, he is emperor of the Empire and my Daddy is emperor of the Federation and 

the parts of the Empire which don’t really pay attention to Thorion. And he’s my Daddy’s 

partner.’ 

Bill assumed that this meant ‘Business partner,’ so didn’t ask her to explain. ‘So there are 

two emperors?’ 

‘There are, but my Daddy isn’t called emperor. But everyone knows that he is.’ 

Bill knew that this was true, and decided not to ask any more questions. 

He and Lysa spent most of the two weeks sightseeing around Gustu, exploring the 

countryside and simply enjoying each other’s company. Anja was happy to see her daughter 

so settled with such a pleasant young male; although he was a human, she knew that humans 

and Gustu could make children and the cultural differences didn’t seem to be a problem. So 

she simply looked forward to Bill coming to live on Gustu planet, which he would do as soon 

as he had passed his 16-plus exams in his own school. Her other children thought that it was a 

bit of a laugh the way Lysa day-dreamed over Bill, but they liked Bill so they put up with it. 

Aoan was pleased to see how well the little human was integrating. However, she kept a 

careful eye on Greh, because she thought that he might be tempted to try the same trick with 

Sophie. So far she and Greh’s friends had managed to keep Greh sufficiently busy that he 

only saw Sophie in the evenings, when she was in bed and about to go to sleep, and she kept 

a careful mental ear open to make sure that he never did any more than talk to her and kiss 

her. 
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4. Sophie is sixteen 

 

Sophie’s sixteenth birthday would be in April. Bill hadn’t done anything particularly exciting 

for his sixteenth birthday: he and Lysa had had a special meal which Gray had cooked for 

them, with some contributions by Aoan (who could cook) and Anja (who really couldn’t 

cook anything more complex than stew). Lysa’s siblings had been at the party, but otherwise 

it had really been private, just the two of them and immediate family. But Sophie was 

planning something impressive for her sixteenth birthday, for it would mean that she could 

marry and go away with her uncle. The law said that she needed her parents’ consent, but 

Sophie wasn’t planning to wait for it. When she realised that Bill hadn’t done ‘anything 

special’ for his own birthday, she suggested that they combine celebrations, but Bill 

demurred. Then Sophie suggested that she, Anne, Sally and Elma should have a joint ‘do.’ 

The other girls’ birthdays were spread well through the year and they weren’t anxious to lose 

out by sharing their party with Sophie. Eventually it was agreed that Sophie would organise 

something special for her own birthday, and everyone would come. 

Sophie decided that her party would be better than anyone else’s. They would go to a 

restaurant, and then to a night club. There were clubs especially for 16 year olds, so her dad 

couldn’t object to her going to one of those. They were free for girls, although the boys 

would have to pay, but Sophie managed to persuade her dad to pay – it wasn’t very 

expensive, and it was ‘her treat’ for them. David and Julie Walker agreed to pay on the basis 

that Sophie was having a social life that didn’t involve her uncle. 

Sophie, of course, had not told them that she would be inviting her uncle. 

She had also decided to invite her cousins from Gustu, and asked her uncle to pass on the 

invitation. Gray did so, explaining carefully to them what the night club would be like. 

‘You mean it’s like Ragnor’s,’ observed Aoan, who was sitting on the other side of the 

courtyard pond as he explained this. 

‘What?’ exclaimed Anja, who was sitting next to Greh and with their children, ‘you can’t 

let them go somewhere like that!’ 

‘It’s not a club like Ragnor’s,’ Greh hastened to reassure her, ‘there are no drugs and no 

sex. There’s just music and dancing.’ 

‘Is there a Sarah?’ asked Anja, suspiciously. She regarded Greh as far too fond of that 

particular human pet. 

‘No. There’s no live music. It’s all pre-recorded.’ 

‘So they just dance?’ 

‘There are ordinary drinks and snacks, and they can listen to the music and dance.’ 

‘It sounds boring,’ said Krissie. ‘Is there any singing?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Can we play games?’ 

‘No.’ Her dad grinned at her. ‘It’s really for older children and young adults.’ 

‘I don’t think I want to go. Lysa can go if she likes.’ 

‘Will Bill be there?’ asked Bernie. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Then I won’t go. Lysa can talk to Bill.’ 

Greh and Anja smiled affectionately at their son, who would have gone to keep his big 

sister company, even though the event didn’t interest him. ‘That’s good, then,’ said Anja. 

‘Lysa, I’m sure you’ll want to go, as Bill’s there.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Lysa, ‘but we don’t have to stay, Mum. We can go for a walk and Dad can find 

us when it’s finished.’ 
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So it was decided, and Greh took the message back to Sophie. ‘Lysa thanks you and says 

she’ll come. Krissie and Bernie are too young to come, so they just sent you a birthday 

present.’ The present was a box of sweets from Gustu City, which Sophie enjoyed sharing 

with her friends at school next day. She was pleased that Lysa was coming, but slightly 

apprehensive that her cousin would upstage her. After all, she was an alien – was that sexy, or 

what? Sophie had no idea that Lysa was less sexually mature than she was herself – she 

didn’t even realise that Lysa was the younger girl. She was aware that Lysa was superior in 

some ways, and wanted to assert herself by acting as hostess and showing Lysa what a great 

party she could provide. 

When Lysa told Bill about the night club invitation, Bill was not enthusiastic. He liked 

spending peaceful, romantic time together with Lysa, not having his ears blasted out with 

night club music, and he would have much preferred to go for a romantic walk in the nearby 

park with her. However, he agreed to go on the basis that he was keeping Lysa company. 

They could always sneak away together. 

The young people, except for Lysa, met up at the bus stop on the evening of the party, and 

caught the bus to the town centre, where they had a restaurant meal. Then they went on to the 

cinema to see an adventure film. Gray and Lysa came and joined them inside the cinema; 

Lysa sat with Bill, and Gray with Sophie. In the event, probably only Elma, Anne and Sean 

paid proper attention to the film, as Jack and Sally also spent the film in each other’s arms. In 

the darkness of the cinema, the three without partners couldn’t really see what was going on 

further along the row, and when they got out of the cinema, Gray and Lysa walked ahead up 

the hill to the night club. Sophie had ‘phoned in advance to book tickets and pay for the lads’ 

tickets, using her father’s credit card. The others noticed the two walking ahead and 

murmured between themselves, then Sean said: ‘We’ve seen those two before. Who are 

they?’ 

‘Just friends,’ said Sophie. 

‘Tell us,’ insisted Elma, but Sophie said, ‘It’s a secret. Tell you later.’ 

The club was painted black on the outside, with flashing blue lights in the shape of a 

chicken, and under these the words in fluorescent blue illumination: ‘The Chicks’ Club’. The 

windows were blacked out, and there was a bouncer on the door, wearing a red jacket and 

black trousers with a fluorescent blue stripe down the outer side. Gray spoke to him and 

showed his identity card (the one in the name of ‘Goldie Walker’), and he and Lysa were 

waved inside. Sophie came up with her friends and recited her booking reference; their group 

was waved inside. 

Inside, it was dark, blue and green lights flashed, and the music hit them like a wall. Gray 

steeled himself – as he worked in clubs when he was working with the criminal circuit he had 

developed means of working with the noise, although most of the places where he worked 

were not as noisy as this. But Lysa threw her hands over her ears. Turning to Bill, who had 

just come in behind her, she mouthed: ‘Let’s get out of here!’ 

Bill didn’t try to talk – he threw an arm about her shoulder, and rushed her outside. 

In the cold night air outside, silence enveloped them again. The others were all inside the 

club; there was very little road or pedestrian traffic at this time of the evening. They stood in 

the street, looking about them and breathing down great gulps of air which was suddenly very 

cool and fresh and very welcome. At last they looked at each other, and exchanged smiles of 

relief. 

‘Let’s go for a walk,’ said Bill. 

‘We can go round the park,’ agreed Lysa. They set off hand in hand up the hill towards the 

park, where they wandered under the trees in the starlight, exchanging words of sweet 

affection, as if they were the only two people in the world. 

At length, at some point in the evening, Bill asked: ‘Will you marry me?’ 
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‘Don’t be silly,’ said Lysa. ‘Of course I will.’ 

So they kissed, and hugged, and kissed again … and they didn’t bother to go back to the 

club. Some hours later, Aoan came wandering through the moonlit park looking for them: 

‘Oh, there you are, Lysa! Your mum’s worried about you,’ and she took a hand of each of 

them and whisked them back to New Parks, where Lysa gave Bill a goodnight kiss and then 

vanished with Aoan. Bill sighed deeply and went into his house, shutting the door behind him 

and bolting it. 

‘Bill?’ called his mum. ‘Is that you?’ 

‘Yes, Mum.’ Bill hung up his coat. 

‘You’re earlier than I expected.’ 

‘Yeah – I didn’t stay late.’ Bill climbed the stairs. His mum looked out of her bedroom 

door as Bill walked past – she was still fully dressed, and clearly had been waiting up for 

him. ‘Are the rest back too?’ 

‘No. Lysa and I came back early. Lord Aoan came to fetch us.’ 

She nodded. She had subconsciously expected the Imperial generals to be keeping an eye 

on her son and young Lysa. Her son’s next statement was also no surprise. 

‘Oh, Mum – Lysa and I are going to get married.’ 

‘Oh, that’s good, duck. I’m so glad to hear it.’ She smiled affectionately at him, and he 

gave her a big grin and ducked into his bedroom before she could do anything embarrassing 

like trying to hug or kiss him. 

 

Meanwhile, back at ‘The Chicks Club,’ Gray was dancing with Sophie when a man came up 

and tapped his shoulder and said, ‘Hi, Goldie.’ 

Sophie looked at him in annoyance; Gray turned, recognised him and said, ‘Hi, Mon. 

What are you doing here?’ 

‘Got myself a new job. What’re you doing in the kid’s place, Goldie? Come next door and 

do us a turn.’ 

Gray winced inwardly. He had worked for some years in a club where Mon was floor 

manager; he had been a dancer and worked the clients as well as passing on information and 

acting as an agent for Herluin weed. So Mon knew him as a drug-runner, a prostitute and a 

spy; not at all the image he wished Sophie and her friends to have of him. He would have to 

persuade Mon to go away before he said something irreparably damaging. 

‘Get lost,’ he said amicably. ‘I’m here on other business, Mon. Don’t cause me trouble.’ 

The other laughed merrily. ‘It’s like that, is it?’ He nodded casually at Sophie, and moved 

off. 

‘Who was that?’ mouthed Sophie. 

He shrugged. ‘Someone. Someone of no importance, duck.’ 

She was puzzled. If he was of no importance, how did he come to be talking to her uncle 

in such a familiar tone? Why did he call him ‘Goldie’? 

They danced for another few minutes, and then moved off the dance floor. Gray bought 

Sophie a fizzy drink with sparkles and a fruit juice for himself. They both sipped their drinks 

and kissed fondly. 

Mon watched them from a distance. He knew Goldie as a man of many talents. To Mon’s 

knowledge, he was actually a security agent, who also ran various operations of his own and 

pimped quite a few of the prostitutes on Mon’s old patch. This bit of fluff with him now must 

be one of his girls here; a pretty little thing, clearly under age, rather forward with him. I bet 

he’s sleeping with her, thought Mon – I know he is. I’m jealous. I wish I could find them that 

young and cute. If I could get him to come next door! –They’d love him. If he leaves the girl 

I’ll ask him again … 
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Someone was offering around a lighted ‘smoke’. It went all along the bar, each person 

taking a long drag, inhaling and passing it on. It reached Sophie, who reached out a hand to 

take it, but Gray got to it first and held it out of reach. Sophie reached, missed, and said, ‘Let 

me have it!’ 

‘No, duck. It’s poison to humans.’ 

She blinked at him. What did he mean? ‘No, it isn’t. All those people are all right.’ 

He frowned at her. He ran the stuff, he knew the risks – he knew how dangerous it was, 

that it could kill people. He’d always told himself that people chose whether or not to smoke 

it, no one was forced to smoke weed, they volunteered for the risks in return for the high. It 

was Nick van der Ruhe’s old argument, and Gray – anxious to keep his ‘pet’ happy, make 

money and build up networks of influence – had gone along with it. Now he saw that things 

were not so simple; peer pressure and the desire to fit in, to do the accepted thing, to prove 

oneself part of the crowd, could make conscripts of the innocent and vulnerable. ‘It isn’t a 

fast poison. It poisons you slowly. I don’t want you hurt, Soph.’ He wasn’t explaining this 

well; he could feel her aura growing mutinous. ‘Don’t have any,’ – and he handed it on to the 

next person. 

Sophie’s face distorted in anger. ‘Oh, let me. Don’t boss! You can’t boss me! Let me have 

it.’ 

The next person down the line immediately handed the smoke to Sophie, saying: ‘Here 

you are, duck; try some,’ – with a sneer at Gray. Sophie grabbed it, gave her uncle a 

triumphant glance, thrust it to her lips and inhaled. 

She coughed. 

She coughed and coughed and coughed … 

Gray took the smoke from her, handed it back to the man who had given it to her with a 

curt ‘Thanks, mate,’ and led the choking, gasping Sophie to the ladies’ toilet, where he 

propped her over a toilet bowl just before she began to vomit helplessly. 

Elma rushed in to help. Gray withdrew modestly while Elma stood over Sophie, crying: 

‘Soph! Are you OK?’ He stood outside the toilets with a sinking feeling in his stomach. This 

had been a bad idea. He should not have let her come here, or he should not have come with 

her. But if he hadn’t come, she would still have taken the smoke, and she might have died … 

‘Is your chick OK, Goldie?’ asked Mon from his elbow. 

‘No.’ Gray rounded on him. ‘What are you doing, peddling that crap on kids, Mon? Are 

you wanting to kill someone?’ 

Mon looked awkward and muttered, ‘I don’t peddle it. Someone brought it in.’ 

‘And you allow it? What’s that idiot on the door doing? Why don’t you have the stuff 

confiscated?’ 

‘I can’t be expected to do everything. I’m only the floor manager.’ 

‘This is a club for kids over fourteen – and you’re happy to let stuff like that in? It’s not 

even decent stuff! Have you no pride?’ 

‘I can’t keep it out. If I tried I’d get my throat cut.’ 

Mon saw his friend’s face alter expression subtly and thought: Ah – now we’re getting 

somewhere. 

‘No doubt I can find you someone who’ll make sure you keep it out in future,’ said Gray 

drily. 

‘Talking of which, are you going to do me a turn next door?’ 

‘No. I’m with my friend in there. I’m not doing anything for you.’ 

‘Ah. Nice piece, that. Is she for sale?’ 

Gray considered breaking both Mon’s arms, but decided not to bust his own cover. After 

all, he’d made similar remarks himself in a different context. ‘No. She’s mine, and you can 

keep your filthy hands and eyes to yourself.’ 
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Mon put his face closer to Gray’s. ‘Come on. Do me a favour. Drop the “Mr Clean Guy” 

act. It’s not convincing.’ 

Gray looked him hard in the eye. Mon stepped back, feeling suddenly fuzzy-headed. 

‘Hey,’ said a voice on Gray’s right, ‘Is Soph OK?’ 

It was Sean. ‘I’m not sure,’ said Gray coldly. ‘Elma is with her. I’m just having a quiet 

word with the manager.’ 

‘Her dad’ll be furious,’ said Sean with a grim glee in his voice. ‘He’ll demand the place is 

shut down.’ 

‘How are the others?’ asked Gray, ignoring Mon, who was still hovering on his left. 

‘OK. This place is a bit of a dive,’ said Sean. ‘Whose idea was it to come here?’ 

‘Not mine,’ said Gray. ‘You can look in there if you like and ask how Soph is.’ 

Sean put his head round the door and called, ‘Elm! How’s Soph?’ 

Sophie, Elma reported, had stopped vomiting and was now trying to restore her 

appearance. Gray put his head round the door next to Sean’s. 

‘I think we should go home,’ he said. ‘Unless anyone has any serious reason for wanting 

to stay.’ 

‘What’s the time?’ asked Elma. 

Sean looked at his watch. ‘Eleven o’clock.’ 

Gray nodded. ‘I think Soph needs to go home.’ 

Sophie looked up at him from the basin where she was splashing water on her face. ‘I 

don’t want to,’ she retorted. 

‘I think you need to,’ her uncle said firmly. 

‘Don’t speak to me like that! I’m not a kid!’ 

Elma and Sean watched with interest. What was going on? Who was the golden-haired 

stranger who spoke with such authority? He talked as if he were Soph’s father, but earlier 

he’d been kissing her as if he were her boyfriend. Who was he? 

‘I’m responsible for you here,’ retorted Gray, ‘and you’re not well. You need to get home. 

If anything happens to you, your mum’ll kill me.’ 

Oh, so he was a friend of the family, here to look after Soph. That was OK, then … 

‘Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’m fine.’ 

‘You don’t look fine to me. C’mon, duck. A walk will make you feel better.’ 

‘You’re not listening, are you? I feel fine now!’ shouted Sophie. 

Gray sighed inwardly. Clearly the ‘smoke’ was making Sophie cross and irritable as well 

as sick. It had that effect sometimes. 

‘Have I got to drag you out by force?’ he demanded. 

‘Try it and I’ll have you arrested,’ remarked Mon. 

Gray swung round on him. ‘You try it and you’re dead, Mon. I hope you’ve got a proper 

licence for this place.’ He looked at Sean. ‘I’m taking Sophie home. Are the rest of you 

coming?’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Sean, yawning, ‘this place is a dive.’ 

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Sophie firmly. 

‘I’ll wait for you outside,’ said Gray to Sean, and walking into the ladies’ toilets, he seized 

Sophie in his arms, threw her over his shoulder and bore her out, fireman-style. 

Sophie shrieked, kicking, pulling his hair, pummelling his neck with her hands, struggling 

like a crazy thing. Everyone in the club turned to watch, and the man who had passed Sophie 

the ‘smoke’ said: ‘Well, isn’t that a shame. That man’s a bully. The little lady ought to dump 

him.’ 

Gray got Sophie outside into the cold night air. She was still shrieking uncontrollably. He 

dropped her off his shoulder on to her feet, said firmly: ‘Soph – shut up,’ and – when she 

ignored him – slapped her face hard. 
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She stared at him, horror-struck; and burst into tears. 

‘Right,’ said Gray. ‘That’s better. Next time I tell you something’s poisonous, believe me. 

I’ll send the inspectors round here later. Now we’re going home.’ 

The others had joined them, bearing all their coats and bags. Sophie, sullen-faced but no 

longer screaming, took her bag and coat from Elma with sweet thanks and set off down the 

street without a word or glance at Gray. The others followed, laughing and chattering. They 

regarded the events of the last quarter of an hour as a great joke. When they caught up with 

Sophie, she joined in the chatter, without even glancing back at Gray, who followed at a 

distance. 

Bother, bother and bother, he thought. Soph’s angry; I’m angry; and Julie will be furious, 

and rightly so. Then he came to a decision and slipped through space to the police station at 

the bottom of the hill. 

‘Oh, hi, Bradley,’ drawled the policewoman on reception. ‘The brothel is down the road.’ 

Gray ignored her taunt. ‘Do you know the Chicks Club is pushing weed?’ he enquired. 

She sat up, at once alert. ‘What? No. How do you know?’ 

‘Dave Walker’s daughter was there this evening and I dropped in to keep an eye on her.’ 

She nodded. ‘Yeah – your niece.’ 

‘Yes. Someone passed her a smoke. I took it off her and someone gave it back to her. She 

wasn’t well after one drag.’ 

She was concerned. ‘Where is she now?’ 

‘On her way home with friends. I dropped by to pass on the news.’ 

She reached for the caller handset. ‘I’ll ask a couple of the lads to drop in there.’ 

He waited while she sent out the call, then left and walked into the centre of town, heading 

for the bus stop. He’d catch up with Soph at the bus stop and make sure she was OK … 

Suddenly he was bored with the whole thing. Why did Sophie have to be so childish? He 

slipped through space to find Aoan and Lysa, and Anja and the rest of the family back on 

Gustu. 

 

The following morning, in the government offices on Trer, Memnon could look at the whole 

affair with infuriating calm and rationality. ‘She’s a child. She’s only sixteen.’ 

‘Did she have to act like a kid of five?’ 

Memnon flicked her ears. ‘She must take your affection for granted. You’ve always been 

her adoring uncle. Have you ever refused her anything?’ 

‘Only to stay with her all the time.’ 

‘It’s a child’s tantrum, lord. She sees you as her slave – to do her every whim.’ 

‘Bill doesn’t act like this.’ Gray began to absent-mindedly stroke Memnon’s tail. 

‘Bill never knew you until last year. Sophie takes you for granted.’ 

He sighed heavily, and played with the end of her tail. ‘I suppose I should go back and 

apologise.’ 

‘Why? You weren’t at fault.’ 

‘No – but she’ll be hurt if I don’t.’ 

‘About time she was hurt, I think! Now, lord, if you’re free, I have some work for you to 

do.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Of course. I’m being thoughtless,’ – and kissed her nose. Memnon smiled 

affectionately at him and handed him a pile of papers, which he took and began leafing 

through them. 

 

Julie had heard the gruesome story of the evening’s events, and for once it appeared that her 

brother was not to blame. Sophie had come in with friends, and had gone straight up to bed. 

When Julie asked, ‘Did you have a good time?’ Sean said, ‘We did, but Soph was ill.’ 
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‘She ate someone who disagreed with her,’ giggled Sally. 

Julie was bewildered. ‘What? Who?’ 

Elma waded in. ‘She was dancing with her friend, and there was this smoke, and she 

wanted a drag and he wouldn’t let her and he got rid of it and someone gave it to her and she 

had a drag and she was sick and he had a row with the floor manager and made Soph come 

home.’ 

‘We came too,’ said Sean. ‘That place is a dive.’ 

‘Her friend says he’ll get it closed down,’ said Elma. 

‘Which friend is this?’ Julie felt utterly bewildered. 

‘Oh, he’s got golden hair,’ said Elma, gesturing to indicate Gray’s cascade of golden hair. 

‘Oh, Graham,’ said Julie, both relieved and irritated – irritated that her brother was 

hanging round her daughter and relieved that he had actually acted responsibly for a change. 

‘Where is he?’ 

‘Dunno,’ said Sean. 

‘He went off to talk to the police, I expect,’ said Anne. 

‘Soph wasn’t speaking to him,’ said Elma. 

‘He had to drag her out – she wouldn’t come,’ added Jack. ‘She refused to leave so he put 

her over his shoulder and carried her out and she was screaming’ – 

‘She screamed “Put me down you, I hate you, I’ll hate you forever, put me down”,’ Sally 

put in, ‘but he didn’t.’ 

Julie felt almost friendly towards Graham. ‘So he made Soph come home?’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Jack. ‘Else she’d still be there.’ 

The five were pleased to see that Soph’s mum looked happy for once. ‘Well, thank God 

for that,’ she said. ‘Thanks for seeing her home. I’ll deal with her tomorrow. Can you see 

yourselves home?’ 

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Sean, and they all trooped out. Julie waved them off, shut the front door 

and then ran to talk to her daughter. 

‘Soph! Is this true – your uncle made you come home?’ 

‘Yes,’ came the sulky answer from the bed. 

‘Thank God,’ said Julie fervently, ‘he’s obviously got some sense at last. Well, I’ll see you 

in the morning, duck,’ she said, and went into the lounge to wait for David to get back from 

his late shift. 

David came home in an odd mood. He had already heard from his colleagues about his 

brother-in-law dropping into the station to report the Chicks Club for drugs, and that two 

plainclothes men had gone up there and checked the place out and found the place full of it, 

and that the manager had been charged and the Club was under investigation. Matters were 

further complicated by the fact that the manager, when arrested, had declared ‘This is Goldie 

Walker’s doing, that pimp, I’ll get him, he’s trying to take me over, I’ll get him back one if 

it’s the last thing I do.’ When questioned as to Goldie Walker’s identity, he said: ‘He was in 

here this evening with some kids, nice bits, and he was being Mr Clean, but I know him, he 

can’t fool me.’ 

David couldn’t sort this out, but the germ of it was that his brother-in-law was behaving 

himself for once and had actually got his niece out of trouble. When his wife endorsed this 

story he wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or annoyed that Graham was finally disproving 

his criticism of him. He was, however, cheered by his wife’s report that Sophie was furious 

with her uncle. Perhaps this incident would help to wean her off him? 

 

Greh had taken a break from government and stepped across space to the archaeological 

excavation on Teren planet, to talk to Mike Daims. He – or rather, his female form Hyunnah 
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– was sitting on Mike’s bed in his caravan. Mike had a fatherly arm about the slight golden-

haired figure. 

For Mike, approaching sixty, it was hard to view this lovely ‘maiden’ as a lover anymore; 

she was so much younger in appearance than he was that he regarded her more as a god-

daughter. Hyunnah had given up trying to get him into bed – always bashful, he had totally 

failed to perform on one occasion five years before, and now she always waited for him to 

take the initiative. But she still loved him and valued his advice. 

‘But why do you want to marry her?’ Mike asked. ‘She’s only a child.’ 

Hyunnah sighed heavily. ‘She’s very loving, and she loves me and wants to marry me. 

And I do miss Rose so much.’ 

‘I know you’re fond of your niece, of course you are. But she’s only a child, and you 

shouldn’t tie yourself to a child. It isn’t fair on her or you.’ 

‘I’m hoping,’ said Hyunnah humbly, ‘that when she’s older she’ll mature and be a better 

partner – not so demanding.’ 

‘My dear girl’ – Mike stroked her hair almost absently – ‘how will you have the time? As 

our mutual beloved says, you really don’t have the time to tie yourself to any one person. 

You have to service the galaxy.’ 

Hyunnah blushed a deep blue. ‘I don’t think Aimee put it quite so crudely.’ 

‘Not to your face, at least. That’s why Aimee has always refused to marry you, as you 

know; and I must say I agree with her reasons.’ 

Hyunnah sighed deeply. ‘But I’m so lonely,’ she said helplessly, ‘and I did hope that 

Sophie would keep me company.’ 

‘There’s no need for you to be lonely. Just come here – or to any of your friends – we’ll 

always be ready to keep you company.’ 

‘But – I’d like someone who’s always there.’ 

‘But then you have to be there with them, and then your other friends are offended.’ 

Hyunnah sighed again. ‘Yes,’ she admitted. 

‘Now, then, don’t cry,’ – Mike got out his handkerchief and wiped her eyes – ‘as you’re 

here, how about a cup of cocoa? And then bed – not that I’m up to much these days, as you 

know.’ 

Hyunnah smiled at him through her tears. ‘I’d love that. Thank you, Mike.’ 

 

Aimee was equally pleasant the following morning: friendly and not judgemental when Greh 

(now male again) said simply, ‘I’ve had a row with Sophie.’ 

‘Really, is this your first? She must be growing up at last,’ said Aimee. ‘Do you want a 

cup of tea, Gray? And some toast? We’ll have a walk round the site after breakfast to take 

your mind off things.’ 

Gray had stopped asking her to marry him about eight years ago. He had realised that she 

would never agree, and that Aoan was right when she advised him not to keep trying. Now 

they were, as Aimee put it, ‘Just good friends’ – they still slept together about once a week, 

but he no longer begged her to be his forever, and she tried not to be jealous of his other 

attachments. 

After all, she thought, I’m getting old. I must expect him to lose interest in me. Not that he 

had, yet; and of course he’d married Rose McCrae when she was older than Aimee was now. 

But she was secretly pleased that he’d quarrelled with his niece. She had always agreed with 

Errehn on that relationship. 

 

Bill was sitting in his bedroom, at his desk, doing his homework. It was Saturday; his mum 

was gardening and his dad was out fishing. He wanted to get his homework done before 

going over to Gustu to see Lysa that afternoon. 
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He was just finishing when the front doorbell rang. He heard his mum’s voice from the 

back door, and then footsteps and the front door opened; there were more voices, but Bill 

stopped listening, as he was putting his work away. So he was surprised when his mum 

knocked on his bedroom door and called: ‘Bill? You’ve got a guest – Sophie.’ 

Bill wasn’t very pleased – last night he had rethought his relationship with Sophie, and 

realised that they had absolutely nothing in common. She was completely unlike Lord Greh, 

or Lysa, or any of the members of that family. He could hardly believe that she was Lord 

Greh’s niece, and he had no idea what Lord Greh saw in her. It must be because he loves 

everyone, he thought, but he needn’t make such a fuss about her. 

But his bedroom door opened, and in came Sophie. 

Looking at her, Bill could see one similarity with her uncle – her chin was just as stubborn 

when she was cross. ‘Oh – hi,’ he said. ‘Um – sit down,’ – gesturing at the bed. 

She sat. His mum had closed the bedroom door and gone downstairs, leaving Bill alone 

with Sophie. Sophie just stared at him, and he wondered why on Earth or in space she had 

come. After a few moments’ silence, he tried: ‘Did you have a good time last night?’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, in such a tone of false enthusiasm that he disbelieved her at once. 

‘Where did you go?’ she asked, still in that false tone. He looked at her with concern -- her 

eyes had dark rings around them – had she slept last night? 

‘Lysa and I went for a walk,’ he said, ‘and then we came home.’ 

‘Lucky you,’ she said. ‘I was stuck with that boring old uncle of mine.’ 

Bill was silent, shocked. What had happened last night? But Sophie went on. 

‘He wouldn’t let me do anything. He wouldn’t let me have a smoke, and when I wanted to 

stay late he carried me out by force …’ 

Her eyes were full of tears. Bill was bewildered. What was she talking about? Lord Gray 

was young, and vibrant, and kind, generous, and adored Sophie. So he just stared at Sophie in 

silence, and she exploded at him. 

‘Don’t just sit there! Say something!’ 

‘Uh’ – Bill was speechless. What could he say? 

‘Bill! I thought you were my friend. My best friend.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Bill – and then, as she smiled gladly at him, he hastily amended it to – ‘I mean, 

I was, but now I’m going to marry Lysa.’ 

‘What? Who? What are you talking about?’ 

He wished he hadn’t mentioned it. ‘You know, Lysa. Last night I asked her to marry me 

and as soon as I’ve done my exams I’m going to Gustu to finish training as a space pilot.’ He 

looked into her face – which was suddenly white with shock, her wide eyes, her mouth open 

in an ‘o’ of horror. ‘But you knew I was going, I’ve always been going to go there. I thought 

you were going to come too.’ 

‘I’m not. You know I’m not. I’m going to marry my uncle and we’re going to live in 

Thurcaston …’ 

‘You can’t really marry him. He’s married to Lysa’s mum.’ 

‘I am going to marry him! He asked me!’ 

‘He always does that, Lysa says, but it’s not real marriage, not like we’re going to have.’ 

‘You can’t marry Lysa! It’s horrible! She’s an alien! You can’t marry an alien! And, 

anyway, you were going to marry me!’ 

Then she jumped up, turned on her heel and stormed out of the room. Bill heard her run 

downstairs and slam out of the house. He didn’t know what to do – his mind was a whirl – he 

could only think that Sophie had called Lysa, his angel, an alien – as if she were some kind of 

horrible thing. He cried out in his head, seeking help, and at once someone came – not Gray, 

but Lord Aoan, his childhood hero. 
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She didn’t do anything silly like trying to hug him. She looked straight into his eyes and 

said, ‘So that little minx has shown her true colours. Come over to Gustu, Bill. Lysa’s dying 

to see you.’ 

‘I’ll just tell Mum,’ said Bill, and went downstairs to find his mother and tell her that he’d 

be out for lunch. 

 

Greh had mooched round the Teren camp, he had mooched round the government palace on 

Gustu, he tried to do some work in his office on Trer and failed (Memnon threw him out and 

told him to go and see Faroan), and he had fretted in Faroan’s arms. Eventually Faroan told 

him to go and see Sophie, ‘as I can see you’re really upset about this particular pet.’ 

Greh didn’t press the point that this ‘pet’ was his niece, and went to find Sophie. He found 

her in her bedroom, painting her face in preparation for going out with Anne, Sally and Elma 

that evening. She greeted him with the words: ‘Have you come to say you’re sorry?’ 

‘Not exactly,’ said Greh, looking round for someone to sit and eventually sitting on the 

floor. ‘Why were you so cross last night, Soph? I tried to protect you, and all you did was 

shout at me.’ 

‘You scratched my handbag. And you were bossing me. I don’t like being bossed.’ 

‘It’s for your own good.’ 

She put down her mascara and snarled at him. ‘Mum and Dad always say that. I’m sick of 

it. Why can’t you let me do what I want? I thought you loved me.’ 

‘I do. That’s why I want to protect you.’ 

‘Well, don’t,’ – and she threw the mascara at him. He caught it and put it back on her 

desk. ‘I don’t want to be protected, like I was some little kid. I can look after myself. I’m not 

a child, so don’t treat me like one.’ 

‘But Soph – I love you, so I want to protect you.’ 

‘That’s what Mum and Dad say. You sound just like them. And you act like them too. 

Well, you can stop it.’ She swung back to the mirror and went on painting her face. ‘You can 

just wait in line. I do have other boyfriends, you know.’ 

‘Do you?’ Why did he feel a stab of jealousy? He always told his lovers not to be jealous 

of his many liaisons, so why should he be jealous of Sophie? 

‘Yes, like Bill – Bill and me were going to get married, until you came along and that slag 

Lysa.’ 

Gray felt a jerk of anger. His hair began to rise; he sat up straight. ‘You keep my daughter 

out of this!’ 

Sophie recoiled – she paled a little. ‘OK. Well, I’ve got other friends too. I’ve met people 

down the police station and I’m going to see some of them tonight. So there. You’re not the 

only one.’ 

He regarded her through lowered lids. Was she telling the truth? It was the first he’d heard 

of other men, but he knew her dad had been taking her down the station to meet his 

colleagues – yet Sophie had never mentioned that any of them were special. Was she just 

trying to hurt him? – well, she was certainly succeeding at that! Again, he forced himself to 

remember that she was just a child, only a little older than his own daughter, and in many 

ways less mature. Her parents had been too protective – she knew very little of the great 

galaxy outside her own little world. 

‘Perhaps it would be better if I didn’t come every day,’ he said, ‘as you’ve got these other 

friends to see.’ 

‘Yes.’ Her chin was stubbornly fixed; her eyes were glittering with anger. 

‘So I’ll leave you for now, Soph. Give me a call when you want to see me. You know how 

to do that.’ 
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‘Yes,’ she said again. He got to his feet and bent over her to kiss her hair – she didn’t 

respond or look up, even when he disappeared in a flash of light. She just scowled into the 

mirror and said, ‘He can just wait in line.’ 

 

Sophie was sulking over her evening meal when her dad came in from work. ‘Soph,’ he said, 

‘did you see a bloke at that club last night – standard height, sandy hair, gold rings?’ 

Sophie looked up. ‘Yes. He was talking to Uncle Graham.’ 

‘Does your uncle know him?’ asked David. 

‘Yes. He called him “Mon”. He told him to go away.’ 

David sat down at the table. ‘Right. Because Mr Mondrerer has been saying a few 

interesting things about your uncle.’ 

‘What sort of things? Like he hates smokes and he makes girls go home before bedtime?’ 

Her father, rather to her surprise, gave a short laugh and said: ‘No, not really Soph,’ in a 

rather odd tone, as if he were trying to keep a straight face. ‘More like your uncle hasn’t 

changed much since he stepped into McCrae’s shoes.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ asked Sophie suspiciously. 

Her dad put his hands behind his head and stretched himself. ‘Well, how can I put this? 

McCrae always controlled things from the top down. Your uncle controls things from the 

bottom up. Pretty efficiently, I gather – Mondrerer is absolutely terrified of him. But he’s not 

the sort of person nice people associate with. Do you get my drift?’ 

‘No. Last night’ – 

‘He was on his best behaviour because he was keeping an eye on you, and he got us a nice 

haul and I thank him for it. But he did it more to clean up a rat who was invading his patch 

and who didn’t fit his scheme of things rather than in the interests of law and order.’ 

‘Last night he was being really strict with me. He was really boring. He wouldn’t let me 

try a smoke.’ 

‘Quite right – and so he shouldn’t. That stuff’s lethal. You could have died,’ thundered her 

father. Sophie fell silent, red-faced, as her father continued. ‘And he should know – he’s an 

expert on the stuff. His people grow it, for God’s sake. He can probably tell a brand from the 

smell a hundred miles away.’ 

 Julie came in with dessert – chocolate instant whip. ‘Davie,’ she said hesitantly, ‘I’m not 

sure I want to hear this. I’d just revised my opinion of Graham up.’ 

‘Oh, he’s a reformed man,’ her husband cheerfully assured her. ‘Thanks, duck,’ as Julie 

put a bowl of instant whip in front of him. Sophie accepted hers wordlessly. Julie sat down 

and began to eat her own share. David cleared his dish in seconds; Sophie ate very slowly. 

‘He’s more professional these days,’ continued David, putting his spoon down in his dish 

and sitting back in his chair. ‘It’s a cleaner operation. He doesn’t run round Security – he 

works with them. It’s a sort of mafia – you won’t know what that is, Soph, but your mum 

does – and Mr Mondrerer upset him, so he handed him in.’ 

Sophie listened with a cold feeling in her stomach. This didn’t sound like her kind, 

devoted, indulgent uncle – or the cold disciplinarian she had glimpsed last night. 

‘Did Mondrerer say all this?’ asked Julie. 

‘During interrogation this morning, yes,’ said David. ‘I heard him. I won’t give you all the 

details, Jules, but I don’t think he’s really the type for our Sophie.’ 

‘He got her out of that club,’ said Julie slowly. 

‘That’s true. He’s certainly a good bodyguard – I’ll give him that.’ 

‘Has Mondrerer no idea who he is?’ asked Julie. 

‘Not the faintest – and here’s the interesting bit. When he’s on the criminal circuit, he calls 

himself Goldie Walker.’ 

Julie dropped her spoon on the table in shock. ‘Well! I like that!’ she cried indignantly. 
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‘Clever, though, you’ll agree. Nearly true – easy to remember – and inaccurate.’ 

‘God! Just like Graham all over,’ swore Julie. 

‘The station think it’s a great joke. They want Graham to come in and make a statement.’ 

He looked at his daughter. ‘So, when you see him, duck – we want him down at the station to 

help us with our enquiries.’ 

Sophie pulled a face. ‘I don’t know when I’ll see him,’ she muttered. 

‘Well, when you do – that’s the message. OK?’ 

Sophie nodded wordlessly. 

‘And don’t let him kiss you, duck. You might catch something,’ added her mother. 

Sophie got up and left the table in a hurry. 

 

She sat on her bed. She was really angry with her uncle. She had been really looking forward 

to last night, and he had been really boring. He wouldn’t let her do anything she wanted to do 

– he made her come home early – and she had been wanting him to be passionate, to be 

beautiful, to be her husband-to-be in front of all the others … 

She had no idea what her father was talking about. He’s always insisted that her uncle was 

a criminal, but she’d never seen any evidence of it. As for smokes, he’d told her not to smoke 

the thing. It was clear he disapproved. He was totally boring. Of course he wasn’t running the 

stuff – he wouldn’t even touch it. What did her father mean? 

And what on earth had Bill been talking about? How could her uncle be married already, 

when he was going to marry her? She knew he had friends, but they weren’t proper 

marriages. He was waiting for her. She’d always been going to marry him, and he was going 

to marry her. 

… but then she remembered, with a cold pain in her stomach, that he had told her he’d 

been married to Rose McCrae. But she was dead, and straight after he’d told her that, he’d 

asked her to marry him. So he did love her, he did love her, and he was going to marry her … 

But did she want to marry him? Not at the moment. Even though she was sixteen now, she 

wasn’t going to marry him yet. He’d been so boring and bossy last night, he could wait a bit. 

She had other friends. Some of the nice young men her dad had introduced her to at the 

police station had asked her out, and she could go out with them instead. In fact, she would 

see them tonight when she went out with Anne, Sally and Elma. 

The thought cheered her up a lot. She got up to finish getting ready to go out. 

 

Back at the dining table, David looked gravely at Julie. ‘We’ve got to stop her seeing him. 

That man – Mondrerer – thought Soph was Graham’s latest whore.’ 

‘Oh, God,’ breathed Julie, shuddering. 

‘On the other hand, I gather last night put Soph off him a good bit.’ 

‘Yes, for all the wrong reasons.’ 

‘Apparently Graham threatened him and was being really protective about Soph, so we 

needn’t have any fears about her on that account – but I still think he shouldn’t see her.’ 

‘No,’ agreed Julie. ‘But Soph’s going out tonight with her friends – do you think she 

might meet him? We need to get hold of him before he can see her and tell him to leave her 

alone. Perhaps we should go round and see Mum – he sometimes hangs out round there.’ 

 

As it happened, while she and David were walking round to her mum’s they saw Gray 

coming up the road, heading towards Bill Townsend’s house. He had Bill with him – Julie 

recognised Soph’s friend – and a very pretty girl she didn’t know. She called out at once: 

‘Hey, Gray!’ 

Gray looked round, saw them and smiled uncertainly. His two companions also stopped. 

Julie noticed that they were standing hand in hand. Did Bill Townsend have a new girlfriend? 
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No wonder Soph was cross – she’d been very friendly with Bill. She and David hurried 

across the road towards the little group. 

‘Now, little brother,’ said David amicably – as he saw Gray’s eyes narrow and his hair rise 

and thought it best to put him at his ease, relatively speaking – ‘We just want a quiet word. 

Nothing major, don’t sweat.’ 

‘I don’t,’ said Gray calmly, tossing back his hair – which settled smoothly down his back, 

David noticed, indicating that his highly dangerous brother-in-law had relaxed. 

‘It’s about Mondrerer,’ continued David ‘– the man you turned in last night.’ 

‘What about him?’ asked Gray. 

‘He’s been saying things.’ 

‘I thought he might.’ 

David noticed that neither Gray nor his two companions asked ‘What sort of things?’ 

although he thought Bill Townsend became a little pale. 

‘So,’ he continued, ‘I’d prefer it if you kept away from my daughter. Now, don’t get me 

wrong, I’m very grateful for what you did for her last night – God knows what she’d have got 

herself into if you hadn’t been there – but, all in all, I think she needs to cool off a bit.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Gray. ‘I’ve been thinking the same. Her behaviour last night made me 

decide that we’ve been seeing too much of each other recently. She needs space to develop at 

her own pace. So I’ll leave her alone until she wants to see me again. It’ll do her good to have 

some time to herself.’ 

Julie and David relaxed visibly. Julie managed a smile at her brother. David nodded 

briskly. ‘I’m glad we’re agreed.’ 

‘Hi, Bill,’ said Julie, deciding it was safe to acknowledge her daughter’s friend now that 

she was fairly certain that her brother wasn’t about to explode, or whatever else he did these 

days. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend?’ She gave a nervous smile at Bill’s 

companion. 

Bill went scarlet (this must be his girlfriend, thought Julie), and managed to stutter: ‘This 

is Lysa – she’s my fiancée.’ 

‘Hello, Mrs Walker,’ said Lysa, holding out her right hand and giving a brilliant smile. 

‘We’ve never met, but I’m your niece.’ 

‘!!!’ Julie took the hand and shook it, then looked at Gray, speechless with amazement. 

‘Lysa’s my daughter,’ said Gray. ‘You haven’t met her mother – Anja Rosa, from 

Mithidry.’ 

‘I think I’ve seen her picture in the journal,’ said Julie in a strangled tone. ‘She’s a pirate.’ 

‘She was a pirate. She’s currently governor of Gustu planet.’ 

‘How nice,’ Julie managed to say. ‘Well – Bill and Lysa – congratulations. When’s the 

wedding?’ (looking daggers at her brother). 

‘In the summer sometime,’ said Bill. ‘I’ll be going to Gustu after the exams.’ 

‘I’m sure Sophie will be after an invitation,’ said Julie. ‘At least I can be sure that your 

mother will look after her, Lysa.’ She gave Graham another poisonous look. ‘Well, we’d 

better be getting on. See you, Gray; see you, Lysa and Bill,’ and she dragged David away, 

back in the direction of their house. Gray could hear her say to David: ‘He’s been hanging 

round Sophie and he’s already married!!!’ 

‘You know what he’s like, Jules,’ answered David. 

Lysa looked up at her father. ‘She doesn’t like Mum,’ she said. ‘Is that because she’s 

police?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘Let’s get Bill back home, Lyssie. I’d rather not hang around here just 

now.’ 
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5. Wedding Party 

 

‘Mum,’ said Bill casually, ‘can Lysa come to tea?’ 

His mother put down her book and stared at him. ‘Of course, duck. When does she want to 

come?’ 

‘Tomorrow. She wants to talk to you and Dad about her and me.’ 

His mother’s expression became anxious and Bill grinned. ‘No, it’s OK, Mum! We want 

to know when I can move to Gustu and start training full time.’ 

His mother sighed. She had realised that this was coming, and she didn’t want her younger 

child to leave home yet – but she knew he was raring to go. She and his dad were very proud 

of him. Graham Bradley and Lord Aoan had spoken to them about their son’s progress and 

assured them that he was doing very well, and she knew from his teacher that he was getting 

on extraordinarily well at school and was expected to get outstanding results in his exams 

next month. 

She was glad that he seemed to have lost interest in Sophie Walker. That young girl was 

fast – you only had to look at her to see it. She didn’t want her getting Bill into trouble. 

‘Of course she can come, duck,’ she said. ‘What would she like to eat? We had pizza last 

time she came – would that be OK again?’ 

Bill frowned. The pizza, a warmed-up takeaway, had not been a great success. ‘Could you 

do us one of your goulashes, Mum? With rice? She has a lot of stews at home so it’s more 

what she’s used to.’ 

His mum nodded. ‘Yes, all right, duck.’ 

‘Thanks, Mum!’ Bill hugged his mother with great enthusiasm. His mum was pleased that 

he was pleased, but felt a cold pang at the thought that her son would soon be leaving home 

for good. 

Lysa and Bill had been worried about what Bill’s parents would say at their plans, because 

Bill – who couldn’t keep a secret – had told Lysa that Sophie had come round and shouted at 

him for going off with Lysa, and Lysa was afraid that the other humans around Bill would 

turn against her, as Sophie had done. After all, she had really liked Sophie when she met her, 

and now she was saying horrible things about her; and she had really liked Bill’s parents, but 

perhaps they would react in the same way. Lysa didn’t realise that when Sophie had repeated 

her insults to Elma and the others, they had assumed that Sophie was insulting Bill and his 

fiancée only because they had quarrelled. Sophie’s bad behaviour in the Chick’s Club had not 

encouraged her friends to believe anything she said.  

As a result, Sophie found herself isolated. However, her dad was still taking her down to 

the police station ‘to meet the lads,’ and the young policemen who were so friendly were 

becoming more friendly on each visit. She had met some of them when they were off duty, 

when she went into town in the evenings with her friends, but she had also been out with 

three of them separately, on their own, to the cinema. She was too young to go into a pub 

without an adult, but these young men were happy to escort her and to buy her a fizzy drink 

that was almost as good as alcohol. What’s more, her mum was taking her down the gym 

every Wednesday evening, which she enjoyed, and she had met some more young people 

there who were a good laugh. So she gritted her teeth and told herself that after she’d passed 

her exams, she could get a job somewhere and she needn’t see her old school friends 

anymore. 

She missed her uncle. Her dad had told her that he had said he wouldn’t call for a while, 

‘To let you grow up a bit, duck,’ so she had concluded that her uncle was sulking and 

wouldn’t come until she called him. Well, she wasn’t going to call him. It would serve him 

right for being so horrible to her in the Club. So she didn’t call him, and at first she missed 



56 
 

him a lot – but was too angry to call him – and then she found that she was enjoying herself 

without him. She could go out with people and do what she liked without him hanging round 

her and nagging her. After all, she told herself, he was her uncle; he was really old. And she 

was young and pretty and wanted to have fun. She had better things to do than hang around 

her old uncle. 

But of course he loved her, so he would have to come back to her. And she loved him, but 

she was cross with him, and he would have to apologise before she’d have him back. She 

imagined him apologising humbly, saying that he hadn’t understood her, but now he realised 

what a fool he’d been, and how he couldn’t live without her, and how much he loved her and 

he was dying with desire for her. She imagined all sorts of romantic, heart-rending scenes, 

and they all ended differently: sometimes she took him back and sometimes she didn’t. It was 

fun imagining it, and how it might happen. She put off the pleasure of the actual moment, 

enjoying the anticipation. 

So she went out with her new friends from the gym and her young policemen, Greg 

Fisher, Matt Fry and Jim Redhill. During the run-up to her exams, she would catch the bus 

into town in the morning and meet them in their lunchtime, and they would take her into the 

pub opposite the police station for lunch – she’d drink an orange juice while they drank beers. 

A real town pub! She felt so grown up. Her uncle had never taken her anywhere like that. She 

thought that her three policemen were such fun, and they admired her clothes and her 

handbag and told her that she was lovely. 

Meanwhile, Greh’s companions worked hard to keep him busy and away from Sophie. He 

was busy on Teren, approving Ray’s proposed improvements to the training scheme for 

space-ship designers at Rose’s space-ship plant. He’d named the training college he was 

developing there ‘the McCrae space design centre’ in her honour. He was busy on Thorion, 

liaising between the Priestess (who was hoping that he could help her weave a net of peace 

across the whole galactic arm, to ensure no more wars could break out) and Faroan (who was 

convinced such a scheme would strangle all growth and development). He was busy on Creh, 

Herluin and Bessiday developing transport systems, and also on the more remote and under 

populated planets of sectors seven to nine, initiating more such transport projects. Memnon 

insisted that he help push forward her scheme for a network of specialist centres of medical 

care for the Mary population on every inhabited planet. Errehn demanded that he come into 

sector ten and see what the exploration team had found. Carl even allowed Aversham to make 

a booking with Greh so that he could have a photo-shoot in the new season’s collection –

provided he kept his clothes on and didn’t make physical contact with anyone. All of this 

meant that Greh had very little time to think about Sophie, let alone miss her. 

When he had a moment to think, he missed his sweet little niece. But then he remembered 

what she had said about his darling daughter, and decided that he couldn’t bring himself to 

speak to her again just yet. 

 

Lysa came to tea with Bill’s family as arranged. Bill’s mum made a goulash as requested, 

with a good thick gravy, and Bill’s dad got back early from work so that the whole family 

could eat together instead of Bill eating early and his parents eating later. 

At first the meal was rather quiet, with Lysa and Bill’s mum making polite conversation 

about Lysa’s mum and sister and brothers, and her home, and Gustu City, and Lysa’s school. 

Lysa said how good the goulash was, and Bill’s mum thanked her. Then Bill said, ‘We need 

to tell them why you’ve come.’ 

Lysa put down her cutlery on her empty plate and sat up straight in her chair. ‘Bill and I 

would like to get married as soon as we can,’ she said. ‘Bill wants to come to Gustu when 

he’s done his school finishing exams and we’ll set up home together. Mum says we can our 
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own suite of rooms in the government palace and Lord Aoan is going to see us through the 

spaceship training, and then she says we should move to Trer and join my dad’s fleet there.’ 

Bill’s parents stared at her and Bill, then at each other, then back at Lysa, who coloured a 

little blue. 

‘Sorry,’ she said, with a nervous smile, ‘we know we’re a bit young but we’re very keen.’ 

‘Oh, Bill!’ cried his mum, ‘we’ll miss you!’ She reached out a hand and squeezed his arm 

affectionately. He gave her a fond grin. ‘Sorry, Mum,’ he said, ‘I’ll miss you too – you and 

Dad.’ He paused. ‘But I really want to do this. You know I’ve always wanted to do this.’ 

‘If you really want to do it,’ said his dad, ‘if you’re sure …’ 

‘Yes, Dad, you know I am. And we’ve talked about it such a lot –’ 

‘And Lord Aoan promises to look after us on Trer,’ added Lysa. 

‘We’ll come to the wedding,’ said Bill’s mum. 

Bill, knowing how much his mum hated travel, realised how much this cost her and said, 

‘Thanks, Mum. You’re both invited – and Deb, if she wants to come.’ 

‘We’ll invite all your friends,’ said Lysa, eagerly. 

‘What do people wear to weddings on Gustu?’ asked Bill’s mum. 

‘My mum will send you some stuff in the invitation,’ said Lysa. She looked around the 

room and frowned. ‘I always forget. You don’t have an interstellar-networked computer. We 

can’t just send it to you. Well, Dad will bring you some stuff.’ 

  ‘Is that what you’ve been going on at us about, duck?’ asked Bill’s mum. ‘The special 

computer connection you wanted us to buy?’ 

‘Yes, Mum – don’t worry, I’ve been using the one at school.’ 

‘Will we be able to use it to keep in contact with you on Gustu?’ 

‘Yes, Mum – and on Trer. It works like an interstellar caller.’ 

‘We’ll have to get one.’ Bill’s mum looked at his dad. ‘Are they expensive?’ 

‘They’ve come down a lot in price,’ his dad said. ‘We can afford it.’ 

‘Dad will pay for the flight to Gustu,’ said Lysa. ‘Unless you want to come by 

transference with Dad, but space flight only takes half a day and it’s much more 

comfortable.’ 

 

Bill told no one about his plans, thinking that he’d break it to his friends after the exams were 

over, but somehow it got around that he was leaving Earth after the school finishing exams to 

go to Gustu to train to fly spaceships. His friends all congratulated him – Elma was envious – 

only Sophie scowled. 

‘Won’t you miss me?’ she asked. 

Bill was annoyed. ‘I’ll miss everyone. But I want to do this. You can come and see me, 

and we can keep in touch.’ 

She pouted. ‘We used to be special friends. You shouldn’t leave your friends.’ 

‘It’s easy to keep in touch by caller. Or you could ask your dad to update your computer so 

you can call me on that.’ Bill knew that the Walker’s household only had an old fashioned 

televisual machine, and didn’t have a modern computer which could be used to store 

information or send messages. 

‘He won’t.’ Sophie scowled again. ‘You used to say you were my friend, and now you’ve 

forgotten all about me.’ 

‘I haven’t forgotten you. But Lysa and I love each other and we’re going to get married.’ 

‘I’m going to marry my uncle,’ she sniffed, ‘so there.’ 

‘Are you? When did you last see him?’ 

She scowled. ‘A while ago – he was being silly.’ 

‘Or you were.’ 
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‘Me? I’m not silly.’ She decided to walk away from this conversation, but he wasn’t 

letting her get out so easily. 

‘You’ve got to grow up, Sophie. You can’t just tell people you hate them and expect them 

to come running back to you.’ 

She snarled: ‘How do you know what I said? You weren’t there.’ 

‘He told me.’ 

‘Well, I didn’t! And he loves me! And he promised to marry me! So fuck you!’ Sophie 

turned on her heel and walked away. Bill frightened her. Suppose her uncle never came back? 

Could he really abandon her? He’d loved her all her life – he couldn’t leave her. He’d 

promised to marry her. He had to come back. 

She was in a bad mood all day. That night in bed she called her uncle for the first time in 

weeks. And – oh, joy! He came. 

He looked solemn. He was dressed all in black – black jersey, black trousers and ankle 

boots. He didn’t sit down. He said, ‘How are you, Soph?’ 

‘I’ll all right. Where have you been?’ 

‘All over the galaxy. Bill says you’ve been keeping busy.’ 

‘Yes. I’ve been going out with Greg and Matt and Jim from Dad’s work. And I’ve been to 

the gym with Mum.’ 

‘I’m glad you’ve been having a good time.’ 

‘Yes, it’s great! You should try it, you’re really thin, you need to take more exercise.’ 

She was not to know that she had called him from one of his clubs, where he had been 

dancing and servicing clients for the last eight hours – plenty of exercise for anyone. He 

realised that she did not know him at all, and wondered whether he really knew her. ‘Rhuaans 

don’t get any thicker than this, no matter what they do. How are your exams going?’ 

‘All right. Bill says he’s going away with Lysa when he’s done his exams.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Are they getting married?’ 

‘Yes. You and your friends will be getting an invitation.’ 

She shrugged this off. ‘When are we getting married? You promised you’d marry me 

when I was sixteen, and now I’m sixteen.’ 

He nodded, sat down on her bed and took her hands in his. ‘Do you still want to get 

married, Soph? You told me that you hate me.’ 

She scowled at him. ‘Only when you boss me.’ 

‘Well, I do boss people a lot. You know I’m vice-president of the Federation.’ Memnon 

had been teasing him about the ‘vice’ part of the title, and he found he was smiling as he said 

the word. 

‘You’d have to stop it if you married me.’ 

He smiled sadly. ‘I’m not sure I can.’ 

‘What about that – Lysa’s mum? Do you boss her?’ 

‘Yes – and she bosses me back.’ 

Sophie scowled again. ‘You’d have to stop seeing her if you marry me. I won’t let you run 

about after other girls.’ 

He almost laughed aloud, but got to his feet instead, and released her hands. ‘I don’t think 

this marriage is going to work, Sophie. I think you need to think about it for a bit. You’re a 

bit young to tie yourself down to an old person like me.’ 

‘Yes, you are old,’ she said, as if she’d only just realised, ‘you’re almost as old as my 

dad.’ 

‘Yes.’ He bent and kissed her forehead. ‘It’s been good to see you, Soph. Have a great 

time with your friends. Call me again when you want to talk to an old person.’ He smiled 

fondly at her, and vanished in a flash of light. 
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She felt an odd pang, but crushed it. He was old, and perhaps he didn’t deserve to marry 

her; not when he was running about after so many other women. She wanted her man to love 

only her, and to be faithful all his life. She didn’t want second-hand goods. 

*   *   * 

Exams were over, and Bill went round to visit all his friends to say goodbye. ‘Only it’s not 

really goodbye,’ he said, ‘because you’ll be coming to the wedding, won’t you?’ – and he 

handed each of them an invitation. ‘I’m marrying Lysa Rosa Merarou,’ he said, and none of 

them knew what he meant, except Elma, who said: ‘That’s a Gustu name, isn’t it? Is this to 

do with all that extra physics you’ve been doing?’ 

‘Yes, I met her when I went over to Gustu to meet General Aoan.’ 

‘Have we seen her? Is she that pretty girl we’ve seen you with?’ 

‘Yes, that’s her.’ 

Elma found that she was feeling a little jealous. She’d wanted to get off Earth for ages, to 

get a scholarship and go to Trer, or to go anywhere that she could meet the great Graham 

Bradley, and now Bill was going and she wasn’t. ‘Can you get us all posts on Gustu?’ she 

asked. 

Bill felt her defensiveness and felt a little awkward – he knew how much Elma admired 

Lord Greh, and he didn’t want to have to break it to her that Lysa was his daughter. Elma 

would be so jealous, and it wouldn’t be fair on her. But if she came to the wedding, she could 

meet Gray properly. ‘If you come to the wedding you can meet Lord Aoan and Graham 

Bradley and all sorts of people,’ he said boldly. 

‘And how can we get to this wedding?’ demanded Elma. 

‘Lysa’s mum is organising a special space yacht for the guests from Earth.’ 

‘Wow,’ said Elma, and her face lit up. Anne cried: ‘We’ve got to go, Elm. We’ve got to.’ 

‘It will leave from Leicester spaceport,’ said Bill. ‘It’s all in the invitation. You’re coming, 

aren’t you?’ 

‘Of course we are,’ said Elma. ‘Can Mum and Dad come too?’ 

‘I think Lysa’s mum said “the more the merrier”,’ said Bill. 

 

Anja specifically wanted to get as many humans off Earth as possible – as she regarded Earth 

as a barbarous place – and share with them the delights of Gustu for a few days. There was 

plenty of room in the government palace, as half the building wasn’t needed for government 

use. Anja and her family lived in part of it, and the rest was used for civic and community 

occasions. Anja thought that her eldest daughter’s wedding might count as a civic occasion. 

Her brothers were coming, with some of their friends, so there would be a good turn-out of 

Mithidry pirates. Aoan would be there; Greh would be at his own daughter’s wedding; Greh 

had invited some of his agents from Earth, including Mick; Bill was inviting his friends and 

their families. Lysa was inviting her own school friends and their families. And Greh took a 

deep breath and invited his own family: his mother, uncle, sisters, brother-in-law and his 

niece. 

The problem here was that he had never told his mum that he had a long-term female 

partner and that they had children. He had introduced his mother to several of his friends, but 

he had never brought the grandchildren to meet her. This was because Anja was worried 

about her children visiting Earth, and he knew that his mother would be upset if she knew she 

had grandchildren whom she couldn’t meet. What was more, he wasn’t certain how his 

mother would react to the idea that he had set up home with a Gustu woman, but that he was 

still maintaining other relationships – and that there had been no formal marriage ceremony 

that his mother would recognise. Anja and he had a permanent relationship, that was all. They 

had never taken any vows. In that respect, Lysa and Bill were making a far more formal 



60 
 

agreement; they would make public vows and exchange rings. There had been some 

discussion as to whether a priestess needed to be involved (Rhuaans often involve one, Gustu 

hardly ever do), but eventually they decided to have all their family and friends present as 

witnesses instead. 

When Gray went to visit his mother, he said very little about what he had been doing: he 

had mentioned the truce between Federation and Empire, he talked about his attempts to 

bring basic merchandise to Earth (light bulbs, matches, hand tools) and some of the luxury 

goods (heru cloth, callers, modern computers, new machinery and space ships). He had told 

her when the elected assembly was set up on Trer, but she was more interested in the 

difficulties that Sophie had been having at school. She didn’t really want to hear about his 

work off-planet, because, as she said, ‘I don’t know any of these places, I’ve hardly met any 

of these people (I know you’ve brought some of them to meet me, duck), and I’m not likely 

to ever travel to meet them. They don’t really affect me, you see.’ At first, Gray was 

disappointed; he had wanted to be able to talk to his mother about what he did day-to-day, but 

as his life became more complex and his operations more intricate, illegal and morally 

dubious, he felt it was better not to involve his mother. So he remained her dutiful son who 

called to see her once a week and did jobs about the house, but he never told her, for 

example, that he was now vice-president of the Federation. She didn’t even know that he had 

been married to Rose McCrae. 

This reticence also meant that Susie Bradley, whose strict moral code would certainly not 

have allowed her to let her brother’s activities pass without comment, didn’t know what he 

was doing and couldn’t criticise him. She heard some rumours from Julie and David, and she 

didn’t like Gray’s friends, but she didn’t know enough to make a firm judgement. She could 

only pray daily that her brother be kept from sin, with a heavy feeling in her heart that he 

wasn’t. 

And now Gray’s daughter wanted her father to invite all these relatives from Earth that she 

had heard about but never met, and Gray had to break it to his mother that she was a 

grandmother and that her eldest grand-daughter was getting married, and that she was invited. 

He discovered that Julie had already said something to their mother about having met her 

brother in the street with a very pretty young girl who he said was his daughter, ‘and her 

mother’s a pirate, Mum.’ Glenda Bradley was inclined to think that this was rather romantic, 

and guessed that the pirate was one of the band that her son had fallen in with early in his 

days in space, the ones whom he called freedom fighters and Julie had always called 

terrorists. So when her son explained, rather shamefacedly, that he had never told her that she 

was a grandmother ‘because I didn’t want to upset you, Mum,’ but that now her 

grandchildren wanted her to visit them on Gustu, she was inclined to go – if only to annoy 

Julie. 

Susie was terrified at the thought of going off-planet, convinced that they would all die in 

the void of space – but when she discovered that her mother wanted to go, agreed to go with 

her. The wedding would be in the school summer holidays, so she could attend. It also 

occurred to her that she could wear the lovely dress that Gray had brought her years ago, 

which she had never had occasion to wear. Much as she didn’t approve of her brother’s 

lifestyle now, at heart she hated not to be able to show appreciation of his presents. Julie and 

David didn’t want to go, and they particularly did not want Sophie to go, but as Julie’s 

mother was going they didn’t want to lose face by refusing to go, so they reluctantly 

accepted. ‘And, anyway, we can keep an eye on Sophie,’ said Julie. Sophie was in two minds 

about going. She didn’t want to have to talk to the Gustu woman (Lysa’s mother) who, she 

now realised, had supplanted her, and she didn’t want to have to take second place to Lysa. 

But all her old school friends were going. So, in the end, she agreed to go. 
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Bill’s parents and friends saw him off to Gustu from Leicester spaceport at the start of 

July. Bill was loaded with four suitcases, and his parents promised to bring more things with 

them when they came over for the wedding. All went cheerfully until the end, just before the 

final farewells, when Bill and his mum suddenly burst into tears and hugged each other as if 

they could never part – and Bill’s dad became terribly pale, while Deb – Bill’s big sister – 

kept saying: ‘You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll be fine. If you’re not fine, I’ll come and sort you 

out.’ In the end it was Deb who pushed Bill on to the flight, and hugged her mum tight as he 

left them, all the time saying: ‘He’ll be fine, he’ll be fine!’ 

That evening, the new caller-computer that Lysa had got for Bill’s family came into its 

own, as parents and sister were able to sit round the computer and see Bill on the screen, 

sitting with Lysa in Lysa’s room in the government palace on Gustu, clearly healthy and 

happy after a short, straightforward flight. They chatted and joked, and if it was not quite as 

good as having Bill there with them, it was almost as good – and clearly he was happy, even 

though he was missing them. 

Sophie had no caller-computer, and she didn’t want to call her uncle to find out whether 

Bill was OK. She was upset and jealous and didn’t want to talk to anyone about how she felt. 

So she went straight home from the spaceport, and called up her policeman friends, inviting 

them to go out with her that evening. She would drown her sorrows in their admiration, and 

try to forget that she had ever been to Gustu, or ever dreamt of marrying her uncle. 

But I can still marry him, she thought. He didn’t say that he wouldn’t marry me. He just 

said that he would boss me, and I wouldn’t be the only one. But I have to be the only one. If 

he really loves me, he can’t have other girls. There should be only one, if it’s true love. 

She went through the next days and weeks in a whirl of self-inflicted busy-ness, going 

down the gym, going to see her new friends from down the gym, going down the police 

station or meeting her new friends from the station. She was waiting for her exam results to 

find out if she could stay on at school – but if she married her uncle, she wouldn’t be going 

back to school. On the other hand, if she married her uncle she wouldn’t be able to hang out 

with fun young men who kissed her so nicely and great girls who admired her hair and her 

handbag. She was expanding her horizons from New Parks to the whole of Leicester, and she 

was enjoying herself. 

The famous wedding would be early in August, after the exam results came out. Sophie 

didn’t know what Bill had got, but her own results weren’t very good – barely good enough 

to go back to school. Her first reaction was, ‘It doesn’t matter; I’m going to marry my uncle,’ 

but then she remembered that this would mean tying herself to a boring, bossy person who 

would probably make her go back to school anyway. Her dad urged her to go back to school 

to get more exams, ‘Then you can join the force,’ and eventually she agreed, partly to keep 

him happy but also because some of the nice lads from the police station agreed with her dad. 

So she went round to school and applied to carry on, and was accepted. 

Elma and the others were carrying on as a matter of course. Elma was working to get a 

scholarship to study astronomy at Trer University. She might not have had Bill’s lucky 

breaks, she thought, but she could achieve her goals by sheer hard work. Anne also had hopes 

in that direction, although she knew she wasn’t as clever as Elma, but had vague ideas that 

she might be able to string along with her friend. Sally and Jack were going to study medicine 

and save poor people around the world. They weren’t interested in leaving the planet, saying 

that there was enough need on Earth. Sean was going to be a civil engineer and go to Cray to 

build bridges and railways and roads. He was working for a place on a training programme at 

Van Der Ruhe University on Herluin. 

So the wedding came, and a group of nervous humans from New Parks, Leicester, boarded 

a special flight from Leicester spaceport to Gustu City. In addition to Bill’s school friends 

and their families, and Gray’s family, there were also some of Gray’s friends from Earth: 
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Mike and his mum, and his uncle Alan Mason and cousin Darren, and some of their friends 

from the railway. Gray had told Alan that Karan and Mara would be at the wedding, and Alan 

came with a mysterious package wrapped up carefully in padded material, which he carried 

under his arm. 

Bill and Lysa had asked for ‘no wedding presents – just bring yourselves,’ because they 

knew that anything brought from Earth was likely to be inferior to the same product on 

Gustu, but nevertheless friends and family did bring souvenirs of Earth with them for the 

happy young couple, and so the little yacht was crowded with baggage as well as humans. 

However, as the yacht was best-quality Herluin construction, they travelled in comfort to 

Gustu, which they reached some eight hours later. Here they were met by Bill, Lysa, and a 

small detachment of Gustu guards: Lysa’s uncles Oroso Bal, Rab and members of Gray’s 

piratical escort. Some members of the party became rather anxious; Dave and Julie Walker 

became wary and aggressive. But the welcome was warm, and they were carried in a road-

travelling vehicle to the government palace, where they were housed in quite spartan, but 

adequate rooms. 

Sophie found that her room was between her parents’ room and her gran’s, and that her 

gran was sharing a room with her Aunt Susie – she wasn’t particularly happy about this, but it 

was much better than sharing. Almost as soon as they arrived, Anja came to call on the 

family, to introduce herself: ‘I’m Lysa’s mum,’ to ensure that they were comfortable and to 

bring a present for Sophie: ‘I remember that you were only a little girl when Gray was 

handing these out, so I thought you’d like a new one.’ She handed Sophie an armful of 

glorious, silky-soft fabric, which fell out into the drapes and folds of a heru dress: ‘Like 

Mum’s! It’s beautiful!’ 

Julie, who wore her heru dress once each year, to the annual police ball, was exceedingly 

gratified at the thought that her daughter would now not have to wear that much-too-short 

white half-see-through dress which she had brought for the wedding, and was effusive in her 

thanks. Even Susie found that she was smiling – she would not feel out of place in that 

flowing, clinging dress her brother had given her all those years ago, because her mum, her 

niece and her sister would be wearing similar dresses, and somehow that made it all OK. 

Mrs Bradley was inclined to be critical, saying that Sophie’s dress was really too old for 

her, commenting on the odd light and the slightly odd smell, and saying that the birds didn’t 

sound right, and asking Anja where she was from, and then not being able to pronounce it. 

Anja suggested that she might like a nap before the evening meal, and offered to show the 

rest of the family round the palace while Mrs Bradley rested. David immediately accepted – 

Anja suspected that he wanted to spy the place out. She had, however, brought her secret 

weapon with her – Bernie. Her son, who was still at the ‘boyishly cute’ stage, smiled at David 

Walker, said, ‘Hi, Uncle David,’ asked him whether he had enjoyed the flight, and then 

started to chat with him. David, who had never particularly cared for children, found that he 

was talking to a child who was apparently a ten-year old, but talked like a twenty-year old; 

and that he was actually finding the conversation interesting. 

While Anja led the Bradley family around the palace, Sophie’s other friends were 

scattered in other rooms. Sean and Jack were sharing a room next to Elma, Anne and Sally. 

When they had unpacked as far as they wanted, the five decided to go for an exploration. The 

Gustu guard who had taken them to their rooms had told them that the evening meal would 

be in the big courtyard ‘out there’ – she gestured out of the window – in a few hours, ‘and 

until then you are free to rest or look around.’ Obviously, the five young people had no 

interest in resting, so they set out through the rabbit-warren of the palace. 

It was on only two floors, with ramps between them: low, curving ramps which tried to be 

sculptures as well as offer a route between floors. They hurried along corridors, pausing to 

look out of windows this way and that, trying closed doors and peeking into empty rooms 
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where sometimes walls, floor and ceiling still bore witness to centuries of neglect, where 

birds nested in niches and plants grew in profusion in through the window. They found a 

library of scrolls, books and wafers, the last in slim glass cases, all written in such strange 

writing that none of them could read a word. They found fountains of water set in the floor 

where four corridors met, the water running away through the pebbled floor beneath their 

feet, and places where the building was open to the sky, the too-yellow sun shone in brightly 

and bird song echoed down the long corridors. There were no carpets – the floors were 

pebbled, or covered in coloured mosaic, the walls were painted with swirling leaves and 

flowers, and the ceilings were slightly domed and painted the colour of clouds and sky. 

They reached an open hall, where their level divided and became a balcony which ran 

around above the hall, but they could see no obvious way down. Below them in the hall were 

Alan Mason and a man none of them recognised, but who was in fact Karan, newly arrived 

from Cray. There was a long table down the centre of the hall, and Alan was lovingly 

unrolling the carefully-wrapped parcel he had brought from Earth. The five young people, 

who had wondered what treasures lay inside it, peered over the balcony wall to see, and were 

disappointed to discover that it was only drawings – white ink on blue, apparently diagrams 

of machinery. But the two men seemed extremely excited. 

‘This is exactly what I need,’ Karan was saying. ‘And this is reliable?’ 

‘Will run for a century with only three re-enginings,’ Alan assured him. ‘There’s never 

been anything like the IC125. The most successful traction unit ever.’ 

‘Brilliant! Now I’ve got the fuel problem sorted, we can start production the moment I get 

these back to Cray.’ 

The young people looked at each other, shrugged, and hurried on. They knew Mr Mason 

was transport mad, and they didn’t need to know any more. 

They ran into the next corridor, along a darkened passage, then suddenly out into the 

bright sunshine. They were standing in a courtyard, with tall plants growing all about them. 

They could hear running water – another fountain, no doubt. There was birdsong. Sally 

turned left, and Jack and Sean followed her; Elma and Anne turned right, tacitly assuming 

that they would meet up on the other side of the courtyard. 

As they set off along a narrow paved path between tall plants, Anne said, ‘Do you know 

how to get back to our room?’ 

Elma shrugged. ‘No. I was going to ask someone.’ 

‘Yes, but – we haven’t met anyone.’ 

‘Good point.’ Elma was just about to add, ‘so perhaps we’re lost,’ when they emerged into 

the centre of the courtyard. There was a pool, with a fountain; and there were two people 

sitting by it. Elma and Anne instinctively shrank back into the shade of the plants before they 

could be seen. 

One of the pair wore deep blue; the other wore purple. They were both rather thin and had 

unnaturally white skin and long hair. The one in purple had black hair and the other had 

blonde. Anne looked at Elma and hissed: ‘Graham Bradley!’ 

‘And Lord Aoan.’ They both peered at the couple through the leaves of the plants. The 

pair were kissing, their hair intertwining. Then the hair slipped apart; they both looked 

around, straight at the girls. 

‘We have company,’ said Lord Aoan. ‘Come out, girls.’ 

They came out, very unwillingly, blinking in the bright sunlight; Anne with pale skin and 

mousy-brown hair, Elma more typical of contemporary Leicester youth with darker skin and 

dark brown hair. ‘How could you hear us?’ the latter complained. ‘We were so quiet.’ 

‘We can hear your minds,’ said Aoan, smiling at them in a friendly way which put them at 

their ease a little. ‘Welcome to Gustu.’ 
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‘Thank you,’ they both said, rather uncertainly and looking wonderingly at Aoan’s 

companion. 

‘You’re Graham Bradley,’ said Elma. ‘I’m going to marry you – oh, damn! I wasn’t going 

to say that!!’ 

‘I’m keeping my mouth shut,’ said Anne, as firmly as she could. 

‘Your eyes betray you,’ said Aoan, laughing. 

‘No! I never said a word!’ 

‘Darling,’ said Aoan to her lover, ‘I see you have two more pets! What can I say?’ and she 

went off into peals of laughter. 

Gray didn’t say anything. He simply looked at the two young women, drinking in their 

adoration, feeling their desire wash over and through him, drawing in their love and radiating 

his own desire in return. Both the girls felt his desire penetrate them and felt themselves 

being drawn into him; they stood motionless, as if held in his mental grasp, their eyes open 

and mouths pursed as if to kiss … 

Anne felt that she was falling softly through warm air, into the soft warmth of a deep 

embrace, through sweet colours and gentle music, soft birdsong and the delicious intoxication 

of sleep – she let herself fall into delightful dreams of romantic love and sweet surrender …. 

Elma felt wild wind rush through her hair, the mad excitement of the chase, burning 

passion and hot kisses, being swept off her feet by the storm, falling into whirlpools of desire, 

struggling to grasp what she sought and finally being captured by it and swept into it with joy 

and fulfilment …. 

They came slowly to themselves. They were standing in the private courtyard in the 

government palace in Gustu City. Aoan Sommerer was looking at them with something like 

amused desire in her big black eyes. Graham Bradley’s beautiful eyes held them in his gaze, 

his bewitchingly long golden hair dancing around his head. 

I’m being seduced, thought Elma. I ought to fight it, but I don’t care. 

He’s so beautiful, thought Anne, if he says ‘come to bed,’ I’ll just run to him. 

We could have such fun with them, Aoan’s mind said to her lover, they’re so sweet and so 

loving, and they want you so much. They would just come to us if you call them and we 

could have such fun with them. Why don’t we? 

It’s so tempting, so very tempting, Greh answered. I never realised before how much they 

want me. Sophie told me, but she made out that they didn’t really care. Now I know she was 

just trying to keep me for herself. 

Oh, Greh! Let’s have them. They really want us to. 

Greh almost said ‘yes’ – he was on the verge of saying ‘yes’, but then he remembered that 

these were Bill’s friends, and that Bill was getting married to his daughter tomorrow, and that 

as he had refused to sleep with Sophie he shouldn’t seduce her friends. Not now, his mind 

spoke to Aoan’s. We’ll have to let them go now, but next time we see them – then we’ll play 

with them. 

Oh, Greh! You’re no fun! 

You’re a fine one to talk! You’ve been on at me for years to leave Sophie alone! 

Oh, well – that was before I met her friends. 

Then they both felt Elma’s thought: I think I’m going to scream and fall into his arms.  

Greh released both young women with a blink of his eyes, and held out his hands to them, 

and both ran to hug him. He kissed both hungrily, and then passed them to Aoan, who looked 

deep into each girl’s face, said, ‘Beautiful girls,’ and kissed them lingeringly, which left both 

Elma and Anne feeling as if they’d drunk half a pint of strong red wine. 

‘We have to go to the evening meal,’ said Greh. ‘And then there are preparations for 

tomorrow.’ 
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‘You’re not going to send us away?’ cried Anne. ‘Not now we’ve found you?’ – and then 

blushed deep red in embarrassment. 

‘Yes, darling,’ said Greh gently, caressing her face, ‘this is Lysa and Bill’s wedding, so we 

should concentrate on them.’ He kissed her lips again, lingeringly. Aoan had her arms around 

Elma, who felt as if she was melting with desire. What’s happening to me? Aoan was 

stroking her hair, whispering ‘Beautiful girl.’ Oh, damn – I think I’m going to topple over … 

‘You can’t send us away,’ said Anne again, groggily as if she were drunk. 

‘Darling’ (kiss), ‘I’ll come back for you’ (kiss), ‘but if I seduce you now, Lysa will be 

cross with me.’ (A brilliant, seductive smile.) ‘She says I have too many pets already.’ 

‘You already have seduced us,’ protested Elma. 

‘I’ll take them, darling,’ said Aoan. 

‘You can’t! They’re mine. They saw me first. Anyway, if you do, you have legal 

obligations to them.’ 

‘You do?’ asked Elma. 

‘Yes, darling’ – Aoan’s caressing hands flowed over Elma’s buttocks, and Elma gave up 

and fell into her arms. ‘The Sacred People always love and cherish their pets.’ Aoan gave 

Greh a mischievous, hungry look; and Greh gave up resistance and pulled Anne into his 

embrace. 

 

The two girls came to themselves some time later. They were in the hall where Alan Mason 

and Karan had been, but the two men had gone, taking their drawings with them. They were 

sitting on some cushions in a corner when Sean, Jack and Sally found them. 

‘Where did you get to? We’ve been looking for you everywhere,’ said Sally. 

‘You just vanished,’ said Jack. ‘How did you get back here?’ 

‘I think we got lost,’ said Anne, frankly. 

‘It’s dinner time,’ said Sean. ‘Are you coming?’ and he reached down an arm and helped 

Elma up. Jack and Sally helped Anne to her feet, and they dragged their two friends back to 

the great courtyard to join the meal. The two young women went without argument, still 

wondering what had happened to them during the last half hour – or was it an hour? And 

where had the two Imperials gone? 

Aoan was talking to Anja, who could see that she’d been up to something – ‘Your hair is 

all volumnised – that’s not just Greh. Who have you found?’ 

Aoan tossed back her long black hair. ‘A couple of Sophie’s friends.’ 

Anja frowned. ‘Is that wise? We already have enough trouble keeping Greh away from 

Sophie. You’ll only encourage him.’ 

‘Oh, but – they’re so sweet! I feel energised all over.’ Aoan stretched herself luxuriously 

and ran her hands through her hair so that it sparked. Anja found her mouth watering with 

desire and swallowed hard. 

‘Let’s go and find our guests,’ she said. ‘This is a public relations exercise, you know; we 

need more of those young people from Earth to work for us.’ 

‘We’ll have them,’ said Aoan, smiling dreamingly. 

Anja punched her gently. ‘Not that way! You’ll play straight into the hands of the Federal 

government.’ 

Aoan shrugged. ‘They do everything I say.’ 

‘And the Marys?’ 

‘What, do you think young Memnon will object?’ 

‘Yes! And I know some Gustu still worry about Imperial designs on their freedom. Stop 

daydreaming and help me play hostess.’ 

Aoan shrugged again, but followed her out to the large courtyard, and spent the next hour 

talking sweetly to humans and watching them quiver, wobble at the knees or stiffen up in 
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hostility (this last was David Walker). It all amused her tremendously. She introduced herself 

to Greh’s mum, and saw her puzzlement; she introduced herself to Mick, and saw his jaw 

drop: ‘So you’re the girl who caught Gray on Kimball’s Kiss?’ he stammered, and Aoan gave 

him a devastating smile and answered: ‘Yes.’ She then walked off and left Mick trembling at 

the knees. She talked to Mick’s mum, woman to woman, about modern traction in space and 

on planet-surface, and the problem of devising a really efficient transmission system. She 

talked to Alan Mason about the best systems for long-term storage of power plants. She 

discussed childcare with Mara and Karan. She even talked to Jon Bradley, Greh’s uncle 

whom she had last seen on Kimball’s Kiss, just before she had blown up the mining operation 

that had employed him. He didn’t recognise her – after all, the last time they’d met she’d 

been in Greh’s body – but it was interesting to confirm her first impression of him: he 

wouldn’t have been at all suitable as a cara. His mind was too inflexible. 

Greh had gone to find Sophie, who was lingering in her room, ‘doing my face,’ but 

actually hoping that he would turn up. When he walked through the door she put down her 

mascara and jumped into his arms. 

‘Thank you for the dress! It’s gorgeous!’ – and she kissed him warmly on the mouth. 

Greh, slightly surprised by this welcome, much warmer than he had received for months, 

returned her kiss and held her tightly. ‘I’m glad you like it, darling.’ That ‘darling’ just 

slipped out – he’d always called her ‘duck’, as an uncle should, but after the last half hour 

with her friends he was thinking in more effusive terms. 

She noted the change of terms and kissed him again – he lifted her off the ground to kiss 

her properly – she hugged him more tightly and wound her legs round him. What would have 

happened next will never be known, because Bill and Lysa came down the corridor to look 

for Sophie: ‘Soph! Are you coming down for something to eat?’ 

Greh set Sophie down on her feet – they were both red faced and panting. He tossed back 

his hair and said ‘Straighten yourself out, duck.’ She caught his tone and turned to the mirror, 

combing her hair quickly – and he stepped into space and vanished. When Bill and Lysa 

appeared in the doorway, they found Sophie alone, frowning into the mirror, powdering her 

nose. 

Greh reappeared in one of the government offices, where Alan Mason and Karan had gone 

to borrow a computer and call up land maps of Cray planet. They had the blueprints of the 

IC125 laid out on three tables pushed together, and were doing calculations and drawing lines 

on pieces of paper. When Greh appeared in the doorway, he said, ‘Would you two like to 

come and find something to eat?’ 

‘In a minute,’ said Karan. ‘This is important. We’re calculating whether tractive effort is 

sufficient for standard freight loadings on the Mamsay banks or whether we’ll still need a 

banker.’ 

‘I thought those were passenger vehicles?’ Greh had never been particularly 

knowledgeable about rail traction, but he did know that much. 

‘Yes, yes, but we’re doing a feasibility study.’ Karan bent low over the computer screen. 

Greh watched the two men for a moment, and pondered that their love of railways and rail 

traction was almost as all-consuming as his passion for sex. But somehow they had managed 

to marry and rear children, and somehow he managed to govern the peoples of half of a 

galactic arm. He realised that in his present state of mind he was out of place in this technical 

environment – he should have brought Carl and Ray, but he had left them on Trer with 

Memnon, running the government in his absence. He wondered whether he could safely go 

and talk to his other guests without trying to seduce any more of Bill’s friends and embarrass 

Lysa, decided that he couldn’t, and went in search of Faroan. 
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Faroan’s view of his wife’s pets had always been that she was too soft-hearted and spent too 

much time with them for her health. He was happy to let her have pets if they made her 

happy, but young Sophie had caused her a lot of unhappiness and he would prefer to keep his 

wife away from her. However, he was happy to sit and listen to Greh chatter about Elma and 

Anne, and was amused that Aoan had enjoyed the two humans as much as Greh – Aoan was 

also very prone to collecting pets, and he rather thought that Greh had contracted the habit 

from Aoan. Then Greh said, ‘Sophie’s old enough to leave her parents now. She seems to 

have got over her anger at me at last – she was very glad to see me this evening.’ 

Faroan nodded. ‘Memnon talked about your bringing her here,’ he said. 

‘Yes, I thought the Priestess could help me care for her.’ 

‘I know you’re very fond of her, darling – you’ve cared for her since she was a child – but 

is she really suitable as a pet? From what I’ve seen of her in your mind, and from what 

Memnon said, I don’t think she’d be happy as a thrall.’ 

Greh blushed blue. ‘Yes – I know – I wasn’t thinking of anything so traditional. The old 

obligations to care for pets don’t sit well with my recent political reforms, darling.’ 

‘I know – you’ve given the children a lot of freedom. I agree that they’re living up to it 

well, so far.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘But when you take a human as a pet, you have to take them into your household and take 

every responsibility for them.’ 

‘I know.’ Greh had learned the old regulations from Aoan’s memories: ‘as close to you as 

your clothing, as dear to you as your baby, yours to care for and repair as if they were 

furnishings in your home. But they aren’t objects, darling. They’re people. When I work with 

humans I give them a lot of freedom –’ 

Faroan thought of Ragnor and Sarah, and nodded. 

‘So I was thinking of Sophie on the same lines – to give her a house of her own and a 

living, and visit her every day, like I do Ragnor and Sarah.’ 

‘Not quite every day. Ragnor has been complaining that he hasn’t seen you this week.’ 

Greh’s face became blue again. ‘I’d better go over and see them later.’ 

‘Yes, darling. But that’s my point. You’re stretching yourself too thin. It’s all right for pets 

that you have in groups in one place – on Earth, or in Gustu, or on Trer – you can service 

them together. But when you have them spread out and don’t let them mix, then you can’t 

keep them all happy. It isn’t fair on them – you have to take care of your pets. That’s when 

they become discontented and rebellious.’ 

Greh knew very well that neglect of pets had not been the cause of the Great War, but he 

could understand that a Rhuaan, seeing all other races as inferior and in need of constant 

guidance and care, might see it that way. He nodded, and Faroan saw the stubborn line on his 

wife’s jaw and knew that trouble was brewing. 

 

Aoan! 

Aoan spun on her heel. She had been walking through the government palace, in search of 

Anja – and suddenly she was on a windswept hillside, with a star-studded night sky above 

her. This could only mean one thing – Wiroan had called her. 

‘Yes, lord?’ 

‘Where is Greh?’ 

Aoan hesitated. Her hair rose up about her head, as she sought her lover through the 

cosmos. ‘He’s with Faroan.’ 

‘Not for much longer. He’s coming back to look for Sophie Walker.’ 

Aoan smiled. ‘That young lady has such yummy friends.’ 
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‘Be that as it may’ – she could see Wiroan now, standing right in front of her and with his 

own hair swirling up about his head – ‘keep him away from Sophie Walker.’ 

‘Oh, come on! She’s over sixteen now. It can’t do any harm. And her friends are so 

delicious.’ 

‘She’ll break his heart, Aoan. Keep him away from her.’ 

Aoan frowned at the thought. ‘All right. I promise.’ 

Wiroan nodded, she felt his kiss on her forehead – and she was back in the palace, outside 

Sophie Walker’s bedroom door. Without hesitating, she pushed the door open. 

Sophie was there, sitting on the bed, putting nail varnish on to her finger nails. She looked 

up as Aoan entered. ‘Oh – who are you?’ 

Aoan stared at her. She could see some physical resemblance to Greh – but the aura was 

much thinner, and the brain was less active. She couldn’t possibly have rebuilt this young 

woman as she had rebuilt Greh. As for Sophie as a pet – she couldn’t see it. What did Greh 

see in this young human? 

‘I’m Aoan,’ she said. ‘I was looking for Greh.’ 

‘Oh, are you General Aoan? Bill Townsend is mad about you.’ 

Aoan smiled. ‘I know.’ 

Sophie looked severely at her. She couldn’t see what Bill thought was so special about this 

tall, gawky woman with untidy black hair. Her purple dress was crumpled. She wasn’t as 

pretty as herself. And she was old, like her uncle. 

‘I don’t know where Uncle Graham is,’ she said. ‘I was getting ready for the wedding 

tomorrow.’ She held up a hand to show her fingernails. 

Aoan came forward into the room and took the hand in her own. ‘What are you doing?’ 

‘Painting my nails.’ Sophie showed the other hand. ‘This is new stuff. I bought it in 

Woolies. It comes from somewhere in sector eight.’ 

‘Transported on your uncle’s freight carriers.’ Aoan looked at the hand, and ran a finger 

over Sophie’s fingernails. ‘What does it do?’ 

‘What do you mean? It makes my fingers pretty.’ 

Aoan looked at her with amusement in her face. ‘You paint yourself? You’re as bad as the 

Marys, dying their fur.’ She looked at Sophie’s hand again and ran her fingers over it. ‘You 

have such soft skin,’ she said suddenly, ‘it’s like silk.’ Why had she not noticed before? The 

child was strokable, soft and tender. 

‘Is it?’ Sophie suddenly felt a jab of something – a feeling of danger? She saw the strange 

woman’s black hair stir. She felt her own head begin to swim – why am I feeling sleepy? She 

shook her head sharply. ‘I’m going to wear my new dress tomorrow,’ she said, ‘the one 

Uncle Graham and Ann-ya gave me.’ She got to her feet, swaying slightly – why was she 

feeling so dizzy? – headed for the cupboard in the corner of the room and pulled out the new 

dress, letting it flow through her fingers. ‘It looks really nice on me, but Uncle Graham hasn’t 

seen me in it yet.’ 

‘Let me see it,’ said Aoan suddenly. Why not? She thought. The child is bored, and she 

may as well amuse me as Greh. ‘Try it on.’ She waved a hand at Sophie, as if giving her 

permission. 

Sophie should have been embarrassed to change her clothing in the presence of another 

person – she would normally have been embarrassed – but she pulled off her tee-shirt and 

trousers and put on the dress, which flowed over her young body in all the right places. Aoan 

nodded appreciatively, and her black eyes glowed. ‘Lovely,’ she said her black hair dancing 

off her shoulders, and she reached out her arms to Sophie, who found herself walking into 

them. 

And then Graham walked in. 

Aoan! What are you doing with my niece? 
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Seducing her. Are you going to join in or complain? 

Something very odd happened to Gray at that moment. His brain, which had been rather 

fuddled with fretting over Sophie, suddenly cleared. He saw a great many things very clearly 

– why the Great War had happened, why it was going to happen again if he wasn’t very 

careful, and that he had acted extremely unwisely in allowing his daughter to invite her 

relatives and Bill’s friends to the wedding. His eyes opened wide – his golden hair shot out 

about his head – he said, in a mental voice so loud and clear that even Sophie heard it: NO – 

and he pushed Aoan away, so that she found herself sitting on the floor of Faroan’s cave on 

Thorion without even realising that she had been pushed through space. He was left facing 

Sophie, the young woman he had come to seduce and whom he now realised was the most 

precious thing in creation and that no one, absolutely no one (including himself) should touch 

her. 

‘You look lovely, duck,’ he said, and kissed her forehead. ‘Don’t upstage Lysa tomorrow, 

will you?’ 

She woke up; her brain cleared; she looked about her in puzzlement. ‘Uncle Graham? I 

was waiting for you, and that woman came in.’ 

‘That woman is one of the most dangerous creatures in existence. She started the Great 

War and you mustn’t let her near you.’ 

‘What?’ Sophie stared at him, bewildered by his vehemence. 

He looked down at her, his lovely, vulnerable, innocent little niece … ‘Your friends 

having a party in their room,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you get changed back and go and join 

them? You don’t want to risk damaging the dress this evening.’ 

She smiled tantalisingly at him. ‘Can’t I spend the evening with you?’ she whispered.  

‘I think you’ll be better with your friends. I have to go and sort a few people out.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘I need to jump over to Trer and talk to someone. I’ll be back for the wedding tomorrow. 

Don’t worry, duck,’ and he vanished. 

She stood still, startled and puzzled and not a little hurt. Then there came a knock at the 

door. 

‘Come in?’ she called, in a small voice. 

A female Gustu security guard put her head around the door. ‘Hi, ma’am. Lord Greh asked 

me to keep an eye on you. I’ll just wait out here while you get changed and then I’m to escort 

you to your friends’ party in their room. And then I’m to guard you tonight.’ 

‘OK.’ There didn’t seem to be much else to say. The door closed, and Sophie began to get 

changed again. 

 

Aoan was furious, partly because she was angry with herself for falling for Sophie when 

she’d promised Wiroan to keep Greh away from her; and partly because her lover had no 

business pushing her a few hundred light years through space without warning. Having 

expressed her opinion of Greh to a highly amused Faroan, who simply remarked ‘You were 

always too prone to pets,’ she steeled herself and stepped back through space to Gustu, where 

she found Sophie safely surrounded by her friends, the friends in a crowd, and a Gustu guard 

on the door. 

‘Lord Greh’s orders, ma’am,’ said the guard. ‘The humans are out of bounds, he says.’ 

‘They weren’t earlier,’ snapped Aoan. 

‘He said to tell you that he’s changed his mind,’ said the guard. 

Aoan swore and went off to find Anja. 

Greh, meanwhile, had gone to find Memnon, who was delighted to see him as she hadn’t 

expected him to return until after the wedding. 

‘What brings you back, Emron? I thought you’d have plenty to say to your family.’ 
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‘You were right,’ said Greh, sitting down beside her where she sat at her computer, and 

putting an arm round her shoulders. She put the computer slab to one side and turned to give 

him her full attention, licking his nose in a kiss. 

‘I try to be right,’ she observed, ‘but about what in particular?’ 

‘About Rhuaans. We can’t keep our hands off other races. Aoan was trying to seduce 

Sophie! After she’s told me to leave her alone!’ 

‘Clearly Sophie holds some attraction for Rhuaans.’ 

‘It’s humans. Aoan likes humans, just as she likes Gustu. She can’t keep her hands off 

them, and as soon as she sees a cute one she wants to seduce it. And I know I’m as bad.’ 

Memnon licked his nose again. ‘It’s what people love in you,’ she said. 

‘It won’t do, Memnon. We can’t govern them fairly if we’re going to keep seducing them, 

and they won’t respect us – I could see the Great War starting again in front of me.’ 

‘Hmm. What you need, Emron, is advisors who can’t be seduced.’ 

‘Darling, I seduced you.’ 

‘Well – not exactly, Emron. I was in love with you, and Faroan seduced me. But in 

general, my people are not good with sex and we don’t seduce easily. So if you put us in 

control of government so far as possible, we can keep our minds clear while the Rhuaans are 

distracted by their desires.’ 

‘That’s what I was thinking,’ said Greh. ‘I think it’s time to promote your brother, 

Memnon. He’s been doing great work on Halleh’ (where Ipse was now effectively running 

the base) ‘but I need him here, with as many of your friends as you can recruit. I’m going to 

scatter your people through the Imperial administration, with instructions to be your own 

level-headed, sensible and conscientious selves and keep my people focussed on 

government.’ 

‘Your people, Emron? We all know you are not a Rhuaan.’ Greh raised his eyebrows at 

her, and she continued: ‘They are nothing next to you. You’re a true ruler, a real dragon, a 

god if you like.’ 

‘If I were a god, I’d get myself out of this.’ 

‘Ah, well, Emron – perhaps even gods have responsibilities. And this galaxy is yours.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said sadly, ‘I think it is. Anyway, will you call them, Memnon? And I think I’ll 

need a permanent guard on Sophie and her friends for the foreseeable future. I’ve asked Nira 

to keep an eye on her for tonight, but I daren’t leave her to Aoan’s tender mercies.’ 

Memnon looked into his eyes and thought: he really does love this little human, but as a 

husband, not as a lover. She flicked her ears at him, and said, ‘I’ll get right on to it.’ 

 

The wedding the next day went off smoothly. Lysa was a beautiful, blushing bride. Anja 

glowed with pride. Krissie and Bernie stood behind their sister, carrying flowers, and 

behaved themselves all day. Nira stood near Sophie, Elma and Anne, and kept an eye on Lord 

Aoan. Aoan accepted the situation and turned her attention to winding up the other humans. 

Bill looked very solemn, but his eyes glowed with excitement. His parents and sister were 

clearly delighted, very happy and sad all at the same time. Graham’s mum, uncle, sisters and 

brother were well turned out and talked amicably with their hosts, and David even 

complimented Anja on how well everything had been organised. Julie, Susie, Sophie and her 

Gran looked charming in their heru dresses. Mick’s mum and Mick dodged about taking 

visuals of the occasion as a present for the newly-weds, while Alan Mason, Darren, Karan 

and Mara talked incessantly about traction, terrain and logistical complications, and the 

others didn’t even try to follow their conversation. 

The ceremony was short and simple: the party gathered in the large courtyard, in the 

sunshine, with other guests from the household and the city. Lysa and Bill both promised to 

love, support and care for each other for all of their lives, and exchanged a kiss. Everyone 
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applauded. One of the Gustu guards sang a song. After some whispered arguments, Sally, 

Sean and Anne sang a verse of a pop song with the refrain: ‘I’ll always love you.’ Aoan 

stepped forward and announced that the young couple would be completing their training on 

the space fleet programme, and would then transfer to the fleet division on Trer, the capital of 

the Federation. She was sure that there was a great future ahead for both of them. Everyone 

applauded again. Then there was a buffet meal. Anja had organised a tour of Gustu City for 

the guests in the afternoon, and the visitors took the opportunity to see the city, although 

Gray’s mum kept complaining that the sun was too bright for her – even after Anja had lent 

her a wide-brimmed hat. 

Sophie was disappointed not to be able to speak to her uncle. After last night, when he had 

been so tender, she had expected him to come back to find her this morning, but he hadn’t. 

She had seen him during the wedding service, but he was with Lysa and Bill. She drifted 

away from her parents to walk with her school friends. Elma and Anne were a bit quiet, but 

Jack, Sally and Sean were chatty. 

‘Nice dress,’ said Sally, nodding at the heru dress. 

‘Thank you,’ said Sophie formally. 

‘Where did you get it? It looks like silk.’ 

‘Lysa’s mum gave it to me – Uncle Graham got it for me – it’s a special cloth, called heh-

roo.’ 

‘Can you get it on Earth?’ 

‘I think so, but it’s expensive.’ 

‘So does that make you royalty?’ teased Sean. Sophie flushed pink. 

‘No! Uncle Graham gave my Mum and Gran and Auntie Susie dresses like this, ages ago. 

He and Lysa’s mum thought I should have one too.’ 

‘It is nice,’ said Anne dreamily. ‘I’d like one like that.’ She felt as if she were in a waking 

dream, with soft fabric wrapped around her, and had to keep reminding herself that she was 

walking down a street in the sunshine – albeit an alien street, under an alien sun. 

Sean shot a look at her, and decided that she’d probably just stayed up too late last night. 

‘When do we go back?’ asked Elma. ‘I’m so tired, I just want to go home.’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ said Sally, ‘I think someone said tomorrow.’ 

But Bill’s parents expressed a wish to stay on longer and see the planet – and Deb said she 

would stay too. Greh then suggested to Anja that his family and Bill’s friends should go back 

to Earth that evening, while Bill’s family could stay and go back in a few days. When Anja 

gave him a searching look and asked why this change of heart, he just said: ‘I think it’s safer, 

darling.’ 

Anja took the hint. When the visitors got back from their tour, she suggested that they 

have a meal and then start off for home. Bill was sorry to see his friends go so soon, but his 

family was staying a little longer – and in fact he and Lysa were anxious to be together – so 

he went with Lysa to see his visitors off from the spaceport. There were a few tears, and lots 

of hand-shakings and hugs, and the visitors departed. Elma, Anne and Sophie slept most of 

the way home. 

The next few weeks were quiet. David and Julie had to admit that they had enjoyed the 

trip and that their hosts had been charming. They’d enjoyed the weather in Gustu City, ‘Much 

fresher and sunnier than Spain,’ and they wondered how much it would cost to spend their 

summer holiday there. As they soon discovered that it was almost as cheap to fly to Gustu 

and stay at a sunny seaside resort on that planet as it was to go to their usual resort at home, 

they spent their future summer breaks on Gustu. 

Gray’s mum had found the whole trip very stressful. Looking back, she found it hard to 

think what had stressed her: the strange quality of light, or the dry air, or the strain of talking 

to people who looked almost human but weren’t human, or the attitude of the tall dark-haired 
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woman who had introduced herself to them as ‘Greh’s friend Aoan.’ Never dreaming that this 

was the terrorist leader she used to read about in the journal, she told herself that she must ask 

Graham why he’d never mentioned this intelligent and charming woman, and why he hadn’t 

married her yet. Jon Bradley merely muttered that Aoan, whoever she was, was far too clever 

for Graham. 

Mick and his mum had had a great time, and Alan Mason was particularly happy with the 

results of his meeting with Karan. Darren had collected lots of photos of Gustu’s inner-city 

tram system, which was a maglev system and which had originally been built before the 

Great War. Aoan’s administration had repaired it, but Darren could see lots of room for 

improvement, and almost the first thing he did when he got back to Leicester was to call up 

his friends and start to get an action group together. In a few weeks they would travel back to 

Gustu and set their proposals before a rather startled Anja, who would accept them with 

gratitude and give them the contract for tram-system improvements – but we digress. 

Sophie, Elma, Anne, Sally, Jack and Sean found that they felt rather flat after returning 

from Gustu. They missed Bill a lot. Going to the wedding had been exciting, and saying 

goodbye hardly felt real – they had, after all, only recently seen him off to Gustu. But now as 

the days and weeks went past it slowly came home to them that Bill had left and that he 

would never live in New Parks any more. It was the beginning of the end, the first breaking 

up of their friendship group, the start of the parting of the ways. 

School term began, and they all tried to knuckle down to study, with varying success. Jack 

and Sally had their aim firmly in mind: medical qualifications. Sean was also set on his career 

path and had a clear aim in view. Elma and Anne knew what they wanted to achieve, but their 

route was less clear – there was a great deal of competition for scholarships to Trer 

University, and couldn’t they just jump on a flight to Gustu if they wanted to see Graham 

Bradley? Sophie was in even more of a dilemma. She was still seeing her young policemen – 

she liked them very much – but she wanted to see her uncle. 

The three girls mooched around the school together, not talking about their thoughts, 

aware that they all wanted to be back on Gustu, but not sure of how to get there. 

‘Have you noticed,’ said Anne one morning during the break period, ‘that there are more 

Gustu about? Or were they there before, but I didn’t notice them?’ 

‘No, a group of security staff have come over from Trer,’ said Elma. ‘They’re on 

secondment to learn about Earth methods.’ 

‘Yes, my dad says they’re really good,’ said Sophie. 

‘That’s radical, for your dad,’ said Elma in surprise. 

Sophie nodded. ‘I know. The wedding trip really opened his eyes, he says. He’s saying 

such nice things about Gustu Security now. He says we can learn a lot from them.’ 

‘What are they doing?’ asked Anne. 

‘Dad says some of them are based in Leicester, and some are on a world tour.’ 

‘There are a lot of their kids in school,’ said Anne, looking round at the other children in 

the school cafeteria with them. To her eyes, it seemed that everywhere she looked there were 

Gustu. 

‘Only about one in ten,’ said Elma. 

‘Have you counted them?’ 

‘My little brother is friends with one of them. He keeps coming round in the evenings and 

they sit in the lounge and talk when I’m trying to do my homework.’ 

‘You’d better come round my house,’ said Anne. ‘It’s quieter.’ Anne’s older brother was 

at university, so she was the only child in the house. 

‘Funny,’ said Sophie, looking round. ‘I thought I saw Nira.’ 

‘Nira?’ 
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‘You remember that guard who was looking after us on Gustu? I thought I saw her over 

there.’ She pointed through the crowds, across the cafeteria where they were sitting. 

‘When?’ 

‘Just now.’ They all looked round, but Anne said, ‘No, I can’t see her.’ 

‘I have this spooky feeling I’m being watched,’ said Elma. 

‘You’re paranoid,’ said Anne. 

‘No, I’ve had it ever since that day on Gustu. When we met Graham Bradley and Lord 

Aoan.’ 

‘You met them?’ exclaimed Sophie. ‘You didn’t tell me!’ 

‘No – it was all rather weird.’ 

‘What happened?’ 

‘They looked at us – and then I don’t remember anything else, until we woke up 

somewhere else, and they had gone.’ 

Sophie felt a sharp cold jab in her heart, as if at danger. ‘Did their hair go all swirly? And 

rise up in the air?’ 

Elma and Anne stared at her. ‘Yes,’ said Anne. 

‘I saw Lord Aoan too. She stared at me, and her hair went like it, and it was like my brain 

turned to cotton wool.’ 

‘That’s exactly it,’ cried Anne, and Elma nodded. 

‘Then my uncle came and threw her out, and sent Nira to look after me. And I didn’t get a 

chance to speak to him again. But I think he was very cross with Lord Aoan.’ 

‘But what happened?’ cried Anne. 

‘I don’t know. But I think Nira came to stop it happening.’ 

‘Then she’s still here,’ said Anne, ‘and it’s still happening.’ 

‘But what?’ asked Elma. They all looked at each other, and shrugged in bewilderment. 

The bell rang for the next lesson, and the three got up and went their separate ways, still 

wondering. Elma and Anne agreed to meet at Anne’s house to do homework that evening; 

Sophie decided that she was going to call her uncle. 

She hadn’t called him since she got back from Gustu. She kept meaning to, and then she 

remembered how rude she’d been to him and thought she’d better apologise, and then she 

didn’t get round to it. And anyway she was out most evenings with Greg Fisher or one of her 

other friends from the police station. 

However, this evening all her friends were on late shift. Sophie had thought about going 

down the gym, but decided to stay in, do her homework and call her uncle. She needed to 

know what had happened on Gustu. And – she admitted it to herself – she needed to 

apologise. 

Her dad was also on late shift and her mum went out to an evening class. Sophie checked 

that the front and back doors were locked and then shut herself in her bedroom, spent a 

moment or two arranging her clothes and hair and sat on her bed and said aloud: ‘Uncle 

Graham.’ 

He came immediately, as if he’d been waiting for her to call him. Was he more drawn 

about the face, even paler than before? Did his eyes look tired and sad? His hair was not as 

shiny as it had been at the wedding – she felt that he had lost energy somehow. She jumped 

up from her bed, put her hands on his shoulders and kissed his lips. He put his arms about her 

and kissed her oh-so-tenderly … she felt sweet desire flow through her, and relaxed into his 

embrace with a sigh. 

Oh, my darling – I’m so glad you came back – I’m sorry I shouted at you – I’m sorry I 

told you I hated you. I was lying, darling, I can never, never, never hate you … 

Sophie – my sweet darling … 
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She thought he was weeping. She opened her eyes from the kiss and saw that his cheeks 

were wet. She cried, ‘Oh, why are you crying? What’s wrong?’ 

‘Sorry,’ he said, in a blurred sort of way, ‘I didn’t mean to.’ 

‘Uncle Graham! Are you all right?’ 

‘Sort of – yes – no, not exactly, Soph. I did something rather silly and now I’m paying for 

it.’ 

‘What did you do?’ she asked innocently, and he answered: ‘I fell in love with you and 

your friends, Soph – and now I don’t know what to do.’ 

‘What do you mean? I thought you loved me always.’ 

‘I did – I mean, I do – I just fell in love with you again, all over again … listen, Soph’ (he 

sat down on her bed), ‘when you were on Gustu, I met your friends Elma and Anne.’ 

‘They told me,’ she answered coldly. 

‘And they’re gorgeous – the problem is, Aoan saw them too.’ 

‘Yes, they told me.’ 

‘And then I came to find you.’ 

‘And you were really sweet’ – she sat down on his lap with her legs either side of him, as 

if she were a child again, and put her arms about him. ‘I thought you were going to make love 

to me, and then Bill and Lysa came and interrupted us, and you went away, and after tea Lord 

Aoan found me and I don’t know what she was doing but I felt really funny, and you came 

and threw her out, and you were cross with her and sent me off to join the others and sent 

Nira to keep an eye on me. And Nira was really nice, but you never came back, and I wanted 

you so much to come back.’ She stroked his hair and looked into his eyes – his deep black 

eyes, that looked so tired … ‘You called me darling that evening,’ she went on, ‘and I was 

going to say I was sorry for all the angry things I said, but you never came back. Darling, 

why didn’t you come back?’ 

He looked into her bright, pleading eyes. ‘I realised that if I did, Aoan would get her hands 

on you and make you into her sex slave – and Elma and Anne too. She already had her claws 

into Elma and Anne, and I caught her doing the same thing to you, darling. She was mind-

turning you – deadening your mind so that you’d be in a sort of trance and would just do 

everything she wanted you to do without objecting, so she could treat you like’ – he had to 

stop, seeing the horrified expression in her lovely eyes. ‘My sweet darling,’ he said tenderly, 

and stroked her hair gently, ‘I couldn’t let her go on treating humans as if they were slaves. 

So I threw her off you and went to find protection for you. You’ve all three been under 

protection ever since.’ 

‘Those Gustu security people? Dad says they’re really good.’ 

‘Yes. I asked President Leel to send them. She says the experience of life at the other end 

of the Federation will be good for them.’ 

‘The President organised security for us?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Oh, Uncle Graham!’ She hugged him again. ‘Thank you.’ 

He smiled at her, and she thought he looked a little less tired. ‘Darling,’ she said fondly, 

‘what are we going to do now? When are we going to get married?’ 

‘Darling Soph, you know your mum and dad will never hear of it. And you’ve also met 

some of the other women in my life. Do you still want to marry me, after Aoan?’ 

‘Yes! You need to be rescued from her.’ 

He laughed at her determination. ‘And Anja?’ 

‘I like Anja. I thought I’d hate her, but she’s nice.’ 

‘I’m glad you like her.’ 

‘But you’re not properly married, are you? Not in church. Not like you were to Rose – you 

married Rose in church, didn’t you?’ 
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His face clouded, as she knew it would. He had really loved Rose, she knew. ‘Yes. We 

went to Siberia and a priest there married us.’ 

‘But Rose can’t look after you anymore; so I want to look after you instead.’ 

‘But I’m old and bossy and boring. You said.’ 

‘No, you’re lovely and clever and you love me lots and you want to take care of me. I 

know that really. You proved it when you threw Aoan out.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said tenderly. ‘I love you lots and lots.’ 

‘I’m sorry I was silly.’ 

‘I’ve forgiven you.’ 

‘I said horrid things and I’m sorry.’ 

‘I wish you hadn’t said them, but I forgive you.’ 

‘You were trying to keep me safe and I didn’t understand. But when I met Aoan – I was 

absolutely terrified of her, and you rescued me.’ 

‘I’m glad you understand.’ 

‘Darling’ (kissing him) ‘I want to marry you! When can we get married? You promised, 

and I was silly, but I’m so sorry now. Please can we still – don’t tell me it’s all over!’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he said hopelessly, ‘I have to keep Aoan away from you, darling. You’d be 

safer married to one of your police friends.’ 

‘I don’t want them,’ she said determinedly, putting a hand on his groin and feeling it, ‘I 

want you.’ 

‘Soph!’ He tried to push her off, but she clung on tightly. 

‘I told you I’m not a kid anymore, and it’s true.’ Her eyes were bright and determined. 

‘You can’t just throw me off.’ Her hand burrowed into his trousers and seized his penis. ‘I 

know you don’t want to.’ 

‘Soph …’ 

‘Call me darling.’ She buried her face in his hair, and kept a firm hold on him. 

‘Darling, you’re not safe with me.’ 

‘I don’t want to be safe’ (nuzzling his hair). 

‘I want you to be safe, my precious one, my sweet darling.’ 

‘I’m safer with you than anywhere.’ 

‘Darling – Soph, don’t – oh, Soph …’ 

‘Love me …’ Her hand was working his penis and her lips sought his. ‘Darling …’ She 

knelt up over his lap and he realised suddenly that she had no underwear under her flared 

skirt. She must have taken it off before calling him. 

‘Soph – you’ve never done this before …’ 

‘I sort of did it with Greg … but we were only playing, and he messed up …’ she pushed 

herself down on him with a gasp. ‘Oh! You’re big!’ 

‘Soph’ – he held her very close, and held her down. She clung to him and pressed, gasped, 

writhed … ‘Oh, my darling, my darling!’ 

‘Sophie, my darling sweet.’ 

She smiled up at him through her pain. ‘You’ve got to marry me now.’ 

They sat on the edge of her bed in embrace for several minutes, and then he said, ‘You’d 

better go and tidy yourself up, duck.’ 

‘Why? Are you going already?’ 

‘No – I’m going to take you somewhere, but you need to tidy up.’ 

She ran off to the bathroom, and while she was gone he straightened the bedclothes and 

his own clothes. There was a big damp stain on his trousers – perhaps it would not show so 

much when it dried, but he could simply rebuild it in the void. 

She came hurrying back, fresh-faced and lovely, and he swung her into his arms and 

kissed her, and pulled her through space. She closed her eyes with a yelp – wishing that there 
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was some other way of travelling with him – and opened them again to find herself standing 

in a woodland glade. 

‘Where are we?’ She looked around at dappled shade, bright sunlight through the trees, 

and hearing the sound of birdsong. 

‘Siberia in early autumn. We’ve come to find that priest I told you about.’ 

She gave a squeal of glee, and threw her arms about his neck again in joy. 

 

It wasn’t quite the church wedding that Sophie had had in mind. Her friends weren’t there – 

there was an Imperial woman who reminded her scarily of Lord Aoan but wasn’t her, and a 

Russian woman who spoke just a few words of English, and the priest who didn’t speak any 

English at all. She (Sophie) was wearing a white dress, but it wasn’t a wedding dress, and she 

didn’t have a veil or a bouquet of flowers or bridesmaids. But he was there, the light of her 

life, her dearest darling, the man she loved; and they were together, and that was all that 

mattered. They listened to the priest (Gray translated into Sophie’s mind), and they made 

their vows, and he blessed them, and the witnesses signed in the church register with them, 

and they were married. 

The priest asked after Gray’s health, and expressed his sorrow at the death of Gray’s first 

wife, and Sophie realised that Rose had now been dead over a year. How horrible for her 

husband, all alone all that time, with only his girlfriends for company! It would be different 

now. She would look after him. 

Mylee was amused at Lord Greh’s affection for the human girl. It was so like him to marry 

his pets – he had married that McCrae woman too – she didn’t see that it was necessary to 

give them so many rights, and always found that one toss of her head and swing of her hips 

would get most humans to do exactly what she wanted immediately. But Lord Greh was 

different … and he seemed to manage the children very well, so she wouldn’t argue. 

She’d heard vaguely from Aoan that there had been a difference of opinion over this girl, 

that Aoan had wanted her too – perhaps that was why Lord Greh was marrying her, as then 

there couldn’t be any argument over who should have her. 

She offered Greh and his bride accommodation in her governor’s house for the night: it 

was a small, white, single-storey house in the forest, guarded by some Rhuaans, Gustu and 

human Imperial security forces, and it administered the areas of Siberia which provided the 

ore that Herluin and Thorion needed. The food was basic, but there was clean water and a 

warm fire, and Mylee would be glad to see another Rhuaan face. Greh was aware that both he 

and Sophie needed to get back to their respective homes before they were missed, but he 

judged that he could twist time a few hours, and so he accepted. He and Sophie sat on rush 

matting on Mylee’s floor, ate flat bread, cheese and fruit and listened to her and her guards 

tell hilarious stories about the local humans and wildlife. Then one of the human guards told 

few ghost stories, which he said were local legends, and made Sophie yelp with fright. Greh 

took her off to bed as soon as he felt he could without being rude to their hosts. Mylee had 

given them some sleeping space in a room at the back of the house, with a real door to keep 

out the cold and prying eyes, thick blankets and big, warm cushions to sleep on. But they 

spent the first few hours making love and romping round the room, before at last giving way 

to sleep and falling asleep in each other’s arms under a pile of blankets. 

Sophie slept the sleep of the utterly content, and Greh had his first good night’s sleep for 

weeks. He did not have to worry whether Sophie was safe, because she was with him. But he 

kept a mental eye on the cosmos, so that Julie Smythe and Wiroan couldn’t interrupt. 

 

In Leicester central police station, Greg Fisher, Matt Fry and Jim Redhill were on duty 

together. This didn’t happen often, and they were joking about what Sophie would be up to 

when none of them were around to amuse her. 
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‘She’s great at kissing,’ said Matt. ‘She’s got these big, hungry mouths – she really turns 

me on. Now, if that was applied further down!’ – and he gestured at his groin. 

‘She’s got a really good hand,’ said Jim. ‘She made me get it up the other night.’ 

‘What! You got into – don’t tell her dad!’ 

‘Yeah, but she didn’t like it on her back. Said she should be on top.’ 

‘Yeah, she likes it best on top,’ said Greg. 

‘Are you telling me I’m the only one who hasn’t had her?’ exclaimed Matt. 

‘You’re too gentlemanly,’ sneered Jim. 

‘So, was she happy?’ Matt demanded of Greg, who pulled a wry face. 

‘She said I let go too soon. Spoilt her dress.’ 

‘Fuck, Greg, you’re a lucky bastard!’ 

He grinned. ‘I know.’ 

‘So – is this serious? Are you the lucky man?’ 

He shrugged. ‘I dunno. I get the idea she’s only playing with me. Like she has someone 

else in mind.’ 

‘She’s aiming high,’ said Jim. ‘She can afford to, with tits and a mouth like that.’ 

‘I’ve been thinking of asking her to move in with me,’ said Greg. ‘I mean, she’s old 

enough, and she’s bored at home, and she hates school, and she was telling me all her friends 

are leaving, so I thought I’d ask her. She’s been round my flat a lot lately, so we’d just make 

it permanent.’ 

‘What’ll her dad say? You know he worships the ground she walks on.’ 

‘I guess he’ll insist I make an honest woman of her.’ 

‘No one can do that,’ said Jim. ‘Not with that mouth.’ 

‘Can you afford to get married?’ ask Matt. ‘I know I can’t.’ 

‘Yeah, well, perhaps she can get a job. Or her parents might help out a bit. She says her 

gran sometimes helps her out.’ 

‘So you’ve already asked her?’ 

‘No – no, I’ve not asked her yet.’ Greg’s face darkened slightly with the memory of 

Sophie’s words to him after he’d ejaculated prematurely and shot semen all over her dress. 

She’d said, ‘You couldn’t fuck a bloody cow,’ and stormed off to the bathroom to tidy herself 

up. He’d felt pretty bad about that, and the following night she’d hardly let him kiss her, let 

alone get any further. But he still had hopes.  

‘I think I’ll ask her first,’ said Jim. ‘I haven’t mucked up all over her.’ 

‘I’ll ask her,’ said Matt. ‘As you two’ve had your turn.’ 

At this point the caller rang out, and Matt had to answer it; then another officer came in, 

and they all had to concentrate on work. 

Dave Walker came in at midnight, after dealing with a drunk-and-disorderly case which 

had turned rather nasty when the drunkard turned out to have a large knife on him. The drunk 

was now in hospital, and Dave and his partner on the case were nursing bruised ribs but, 

thankfully, nothing worse; their padded jackets were proof against most things. The latest 

version of the jacket was lined with heru cloth, which was almost impossible to cut without a 

laser. Dave reflected that he had never thought of Julie’s party dress as body armour, but that 

was effectively what it was. 

He helped himself to a cup of coffee from the jug, and then sat down to write up his report. 

As he pressed the button to send it into the computer database, he realised that the three 

young officers in the office were unusually silent. ‘Are you three on sleeping pills, or 

something?’ he demanded, looking round at them. 

‘Jim wants to ask you something,’ said Matt. Dave noticed a glint of mischief in his eye, 

and wondered what was up. 

‘No, Greg does,’ said Jim at once. 
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‘Matt was going to ask,’ said Greg. 

‘I don’t care who asks. What is it?’ demanded Dave. 

Matt took a deep breath and began. ‘If a lad asked your Sophie to go and live with him, 

what would you say?’ he asked. 

Dave looked at him. ‘I’d break every bone in his body,’ he retorted. 

‘I thought you would,’ answered Matt. 

Dave looked round at the other two young officers, who had both gone rather red. ‘All 

right, what’s this about?’ he demanded. 

‘We were just wondering,’ said Jim, ‘what with Sophie being such a nice girl, and us 

thinking so highly of her. As you know.’ 

‘As I know,’ agreed Dave. ‘Any lad who wants to see more of Sophie than her happy, 

smiling face can do the honest thing and ask her to be his wife. And if I hear that any lad has 

tried it on with my Sophie, that lad will shortly be six feet under. Do I make myself clear?’ 

‘Yes, Mr Walker,’ they all said at once. 

‘Good,’ said Dave. ‘I’ll be in the superintendent’s office.’ And he got up and walked out. 

Greg, Jim and Matt looked at each other. ‘Do you think you got her in the club?’ Jim 

asked Greg, very quietly. 

‘How the hell should I know? You probably did, though.’ 

‘Oh, God! What if she turns us down?’ 

‘I’ll ask her first,’ said Greg quickly. 

‘I think we should all ask her together,’ said Matt. ‘No one of us can keep Sophie happy. 

She likes variety.’ 

‘Her dad’ll kill us,’ said Jim. 

‘We’ll all ask her,’ said Greg. ‘But when her dad’s not here. Perhaps we should try to meet 

her on the way to school tomorrow.’ 

So it was agreed, and they worked on in silence, wondering how long it would be before 

they found out whether Jim or Greg had got Sophie pregnant, and whether an imminent 

marriage would be enough to satisfy Dave Walker. 

 

Greh and Sophie woke with the lark, or rather the loud song bird that was singing on Mylee’s 

roof, but they spent an hour making love and chasing each other round the room before they 

actually got up. Mylee had a bathing pool in her house, as was normal in Rhuaan houses, so 

they part dressed and ventured out to find it, had a very splashy swim, borrowed a towel, got 

dressed and turned up for breakfast just after Mylee herself arrived for the meal. Breakfast 

was, again, bread, cheese and fruit, and a warm drink which Mylee said was made with goat’s 

milk, although Greh suspected that they were Thorion goats rather than Siberian goats. The 

newly-weds then went for a walk in the woods, returned and gave their thanks and farewells 

to Mylee, and then Greh carried Sophie back to her house. 

It was very early in the morning when he dropped her off in her room. Sophie realised that 

they hadn’t talked about their future, or where they were going to live, or anything. She clung 

to her uncle and said, ‘You can’t go off and leave me! Look!’ – she brandished her hand at 

him, showing the finger where he had put the ring which had once been worn by Rose 

McCrae. ‘I’m your wife.’ 

‘I know, darling,’ he said, kissing her tenderly, ‘we need to talk to your parents.’ 

‘When? Dad’s on late shift again this evening and Mum will be out.’ 

‘Then I’ll come then – we can spend the evening together. But if the opportunity arises 

earlier, call me, darling.’ Then he kissed her and vanished. 

She sat down on the bed with a sigh. Would her life ever be anything other than waiting 

for Graham Bradley to come back? It was just like the song: ‘When will you come back 

again, Graham, Graham Bradley?’ 
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‘It’s no good,’ she said aloud. ‘I’ll have to go after him, like Elma says she’s going to.’ 

He was hers, now – but perhaps if she recruited Elma and Anne it would be easier to hang 

on to him. She’d be prepared to share a bit with them. After all, she knew he had other 

woman friends – Aoan and Anja, and Lysa said something about other girls. She supposed he 

collected girlfriends because he was ruler of the Federation, and so they all came flocking 

after him. But he married me, she thought, looking at her finger, so I’m the special one. 

She lay down on her back on the bed. There was no point in going to sleep now; it would 

be time to get up in an hour. She’d lie here, and think about how they could arrange their 

lives together. 

Two hours later, her mum woke her, banging on her bedroom door and shouting: ‘Sophie! 

Are you going to school today?’ 

So Sophie ran all the way to school, and missed her three policemen, who expected her to 

drop in at the Co-op on her way (which she did sometimes, when she had plenty of time), and 

so were waiting outside the shops for her to pass. 

 

Nira dropped by while Sophie, Elma and Anne were chatting during the morning break. ‘Hi,’ 

she said. ‘Message for you.’ 

‘I thought it was you,’ said Sophie. ‘Why didn’t you come over and say “hi” before?’ 

‘Orders,’ said Nira. She handed a folded piece of paper to Elma. ‘For all of you,’ she said, 

waving a hand at the three of them, and walked away. Elma unfolded the paper, and read it. 

‘It’s from your uncle,’ she said to Sophie, then: ‘it’s Bill’s birthday next week. He asks if 

we’d like to go over to Gustu. He says, if so, meet him in Western Park after school.’ She 

looked at Sophie. ‘Does he always make assignations like this?’ 

‘No,’ said Sophie, who wasn’t absolutely sure what an assignation is, but could have a 

good guess. ‘He usually comes to my room.’ 

‘So is he making it a threesome this time?’ 

‘Um – possibly?’ Sophie found that she was blushing horribly. Her two friends looked at 

her curiously, then Anne said, ‘Soph, did you get married or something? You’re wearing a 

ring.’ 

‘Um!’ Sophie nodded violently. 

‘You didn’t – you couldn’t…’ Anne meant to say, ‘marry your uncle,’ but Sophie 

interrupted her. 

‘I did! But he’s invited you too. You don’t have to come …’ 

‘We do,’ said Elma firmly. ‘We have unfinished business. Anne and I want to know what 

he did to us on Gustu. Because I haven’t been able to think straight since.’ 

‘I keep thinking about him,’ said Anne. ‘I mean, I always did, a lot, but now it’s all the 

time.’ 

‘Him and Lord Aoan – but mostly him. So we’re going. And you’re coming too. You can 

explain what you’ve been up to, you crafty minx,’ – but Elma was laughing, although a little 

bitterly. ‘How long have you been seeing him?’ 

‘All the time. Ages. I mean, I was always going to marry him, but on my last birthday we 

had a row ….’ 

Elma and Anne stared. ‘That was never Graham Bradley!’ 

‘Um.’ Sophie nodded emphatically. 

‘He wasn’t tall enough!’ 

‘He can change his height.’ 

‘Soph! You were horrid to him!’ 

‘I know.’ She blushed scarlet. ‘I was really cross with him. But he was so nice to me on 

Gustu – and Anja and he gave me that dress ….’ 

‘Soph, you can’t marry him. He’s already married.’ 
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‘No, he isn’t, he just has girlfriends. Lots of them.’ 

‘But Anja is Lysa’s mum! Lysa’s our age!’ 

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Sophie shook her head firmly. ‘I love him. And so do you,’ she added 

accusingly. ‘If he’s not too old for you, he’s not too old for me.’ 

‘I guess not.’ Anne was silenced for the moment, then she said, ‘But he can’t marry all of 

us.’ 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Sophie, then, all of a rush: ‘I’ll let you share, if you’ll help me get 

away from here. Otherwise I’ll never be able to leave home. Mum and Dad will never let me 

go. But if I can go with you, it’ll be OK.’ 

‘You mean – we could all go off and be space ship trainees – or personal security staff – or 

something?’ 

‘And work for him. Yes.’ 

‘Right,’ said Elma, and: ‘Right,’ said Anne. They reached out their right hands, and 

Sophie reached out hers, and they shook hands over the table. 

 

After school finished that afternoon, they met outside the back entrance and walked together 

across Glenfield Road and into Western Park, down the hill into a small spinney, where they 

found Gray leaning against a tree and listening to a blackbird sing. Sophie ran up to him and 

they met with a warm hug and a kiss; then she said, ‘You’ve met Elma and Anne. How did 

you guess what I was going to suggest?’ and he answered, ‘I can read your mind at a 

distance, darling. Greetings,’ – this to Elma and Anne – ‘I should apologise for abandoning 

you on Gustu. I was going to come back and find you, but then I found that I needed to 

protect you from Aoan. She had ideas about your future that I didn’t share.’ 

‘Hello,’ said Elma, holding out her right hand in greeting; Anne just stood still, tongue-

tied and twisted, too shy to speak. Gray took the hand and shook it warmly, then put an arm 

round each of them and hugged them, and then said to Sophie, ‘you’ve done this before, 

darling, and they haven’t – hold on to me with your left arm and Elma with your right. I’ll 

hold on to you and Anne – Anne and Elma, hold on to each other. Right: this is going to hurt 

for a moment.’ Then all three girls yelped as the world shifted sideways, they felt as if they 

were turned inside out and spun around very fast inside (‘like going up in a spinning lift,’ 

Anne later described it), and they all opened their eyes (when had they closed them?) and 

found themselves in different sunlight, on a beach, with the sea rolling in, and blue sky 

overhead. 

‘We’re not on Gustu,’ said Elma, puzzled. 

‘That’s not until next week. I was going to talk to you about that, so I’ve brought you here 

where we can talk. This is a quiet part of Thorion where we won’t be disturbed, and the 

weather is warm, and I thought you might like a swim.’ 

They all had their schoolbags with them. They were all wearing their ‘school’ clothes – 

not a proper uniform, but the school had a clothing code and they all wore trousers or skirts 

of a certain length, an all-covering top and a jacket. They were wearing sturdy shoes, for 

school. They were definitely not dressed for a day on the beach. 

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘you can leave your things here – they’ll be quite safe.’ 

They looked at each other in bewilderment. Was he suggesting that they swim in the 

nude? 

‘Yes,’ he said, and began to pull his clothes off. The girls stood dumbfounded, 

embarrassed at his beautiful male nakedness – Elma and Anne had never seen a naked adult 

male before, and Sophie had never seen one outdoors, in the open air. All three froze to the 

spot; but he cried, ‘Catch me,’ and ran down the beach into the sea. Then the girls looked at 

each other, and began to get undressed. Sophie was undressed first, and ran after her husband 
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– she wanted to get to him before either of the others. Elma and Anne were further behind, 

but they could both run faster than Sophie, and reached the water just a little behind her. 

Then they had a great romp in the water. Elma and Anne expected Sophie to cut them out, 

but somehow that didn’t happen. Gray let them catch him and pulled them into the sea after 

him. He kissed them and splashed them, and they romped and chased each other back and 

forth until they were tired. Then all four walked back up the beach to their pile of clothes, and 

lay down on the warm sand in the sun, and rested – and the three girls went to sleep. 

Gray lay in the sun, soaking up its energies and relaxing in the affection of the three young 

women. Sophie, of course, was all his – she was on his wavelength, she responded to his 

every move. She wasn’t as clever as Elma or as subtle as Anne, but she was his sweet darling, 

who had always loved him. Elma was intelligent, inventive and imaginative. Anne was 

constant, reliable and determined. After a while he woke Sophie up and they made love very 

tenderly, although she insisted that she go on top. ‘You’re heavier than me – it’s not fair for 

me to be underneath.’ But she smiled at him so mischievously as she said this that he was 

sure it was half a joke – she preferred to be on top because she liked to be in control. At last, 

however, she was worn out, and yawned. ‘You’d better wake Elma up,’ she said, smiled 

lovingly at him, and lay back in the sun to doze. 

He waited until he was sure she was asleep, and then woke Elma up. ‘Darling,’ he said, 

‘do you remember anything at all about our time on Gustu?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I was terrified, but afterwards I kept thinking about you both. 

And I don’t know why I let you do it. I should have screamed and run away.’ 

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I treated you very badly. You’ve loved me all those years, and I took 

advantage of you. Afterwards I wished I hadn’t. I was acting like a Rhuaan – like a stupid 

despot. And Aoan was just as bad. She wanted to keep you two for playing with. That’s what 

Rhuaans used to do to humans and Gustu. That’s why the Great War happened.’ 

‘Like pets,’ said Elma, thoughtfully. 

‘Yes, like pets. In fact, Aoan calls all my non-Rhuaan friends my “pets”.’ 

‘I see. So then you left us alone.’ 

‘Not quite. I set a guard over you, to protect you from Aoan – Nira.’ 

‘Yes, Sophie said she was guarding us.’ 

‘And I told myself that I’d wait until you passed your exams and came to find me on Trer. 

I can make sure you get that scholarship – the one you keep telling Sophie about. But then I 

found I couldn’t wait – I can’t get you two out of my mind.’ 

‘So the pain’s mutual.’ 

‘So it is. So I wanted to come and find you – and then Sophie suggested it – so here we 

are.’ 

‘Sophie said she was happy to share, if we’d help her get away from home.’ 

‘Yes. She thinks her mum and dad will let her leave Earth if she goes with you two – they 

won’t let her go by herself.’ 

‘And will they?’ 

He sighed. ‘I never know what Julie will do. But it’s possible. It’s worth a try.’ 

Elma looked him in the eye. ‘Did you marry Soph?’ 

He grinned sheepishly. ‘Yes.’ 

‘She’s your niece!’ 

‘I know.’ 

‘She’s half your age!’ 

‘So are you.’ 

‘Have you no morals?’ 

‘Have you read the Earth journals? They’ll tell you I haven’t.’ 

‘You can’t believe everything you read,’ she reminded him. 
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‘Can you believe me?’ 

She frowned earnestly at him. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Good. Elma Strickland, will you be one of my girls? And let me love you and give me 

your love? And I’ll look after you, not like a pet but like a human being. You might not see 

me every day, but I will come when you call me; and I’ll make sure you get a good career 

somewhere where you’re close to me, and if we have any children I’ll love you all the more, 

and if we don’t I’ll still love you. I promise not to try to get you to do anything illegal, and 

I’ll keep you out of trouble, and if you want to marry someone else I promise not to sulk.’ He 

stopped and added accusingly, ‘You’re laughing.’ 

‘You’re being ridiculous! What sort of proposal is that?’ 

‘A genuine one.’ 

‘I bet you didn’t say all that to Sophie!’ 

‘No, she seduced me and then told me I had to marry her.’ 

‘Ha!’ said Elma. ‘I bet she’s already pregnant. She’s been spending a lot of time with 

those policemen of hers.’ 

‘I don’t think she is – but that’s beside the point. May I make love to you? I promise to 

respect your rights this time. You can go on top, if you prefer.’ 

Elma put her arms about his neck. ‘No, you can go on top.’ 

 Later, he let Elma sleep and woke up Anne. She was sweet, tender, told him she didn’t 

care that he’d exploited her rights and he could exploit her all he wanted, and let him made 

love to her without even expecting him to ask her permission – but he asked it anyway. He 

also repeated the offer he had made to Elma, but Anne said: ‘I’m coming after you anyway. 

You may as well give in now and accept me. If you want to make it look decent you can call 

me your secretary.’ 

‘I used to be Rose McCrae’s secretary,’ he admitted. 

‘There! So you know about it.’ 

She was more demonstrative than Elma, perhaps better at expressing her affection in her 

body, although less ready with words. He was very happy with her. She was ecstatic with 

him. 

Afterwards, he went to sleep, and Anne went for another swim. Then she came back and 

woke everyone up and asked: ‘Shouldn’t we be getting back? It’s getting late.’ 

‘I can bend time,’ he said, ‘but you’re right – we’d better get back.’ 

 

So he took them back to New Parks, with a promise to come round and see their parents the 

following day, and walked back to Sophie’s house with her – where he found Julie in the 

kitchen, but David out. ‘What are you doing here?’ she greeted her brother. ‘I thought you 

were leaving Soph alone.’ 

‘I’ve been talking to two of her friends,’ said Gray. ‘Elma Strickland and Anne Harcourt. 

They want to come and work for me in the government office on Trer.’ 

‘I want to go too, Mum,’ said Sophie. ‘I can go into the security office. I’ve been talking 

to Nira.’ 

‘Who’s Nira?’ demanded Julie. 

‘She’s one of the people who’ve come from Trer Security. She’s been round at school.’ 

‘OK,’ said her mum. ‘What about your exams?’ 

‘She’d have to finish her exams,’ said Gray quickly. ‘She could go over to Trer as part of 

the return mission from the secondment.’ 

Julie scowled at him. ‘And have you getting your hands on her? Not likely.’ 

‘Mum! Don’t be so paranoid. I’ll be with Elm and Anne.’ 

‘When would they go?’ 
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‘When they’ve passed their exams,’ said Gray. ‘Think about it, Jules. You can talk to 

Elma’s mum or Anne’s mum if you’re not happy – or Bill’s mum, come to that.’ 

Julie clearly was not happy, but she kept her temper. ‘I’ll talk to the security people from 

Trer,’ she said. 

‘You do that,’ said Gray. He gave Sophie a quick kiss on the forehead, said, ‘See you, 

duck,’ and walked out. 

Julie looked severely at her daughter. ‘I thought you weren’t seeing your uncle,’ she said. 

‘I hadn’t seen him since Bill’s wedding,’ said Sophie. ‘He came to talk to Elm and Anne.’ 

Julie was sure that there was more to it than that – she had a sneaking suspicion that her 

daughter could communicate with her uncle without seeing him – but she knew that Sophie 

would never admit to it, so she let the subject drop. 

 

The following morning Elma awoke from sleep thinking that it had all been a dream, just as 

events on Gustu had been a dream – although her aching groin suggested that it had not. She 

lay for a few minutes looking up at the ceiling, trying to remember which day it was, then 

remembered that it was Friday and she didn’t need to be in school until ten am. She got up in 

a leisurely way, put on her dressing gown and went for a shower. She was dressing when the 

door-bell rang. She heard her little brother open the door and speak – another voice answered 

– she recognised it, pulled on her last item of clothing and was running a comb quickly 

through her hair as Phil called up the stairs to her: ‘Elm! You’ve got a visitor!’ 

Down the stairs she ran, into her visitor’s arms, and kissed him before she had even 

realised that her brother was still standing by, muttering: ‘Cor – true love!’ His summing-up 

of the situation was confirmed when the tall blond stranger who had kissed his big sister drew 

back from her and said tenderly, ‘Darling, I’ve come to talk to your parents. Can you call 

Anne and tell her we’ll be round at her house in half an hour?’ 

Elma led him joyfully into the lounge to find her mum, leaving Phil to close the door and 

wonder what was going on. 

Elma’s mum and dad were at first incredulous, and then amazed, when a blond-haired 

male beauty appeared in their lounge with their daughter, declared he was Graham Bradley, 

vice-president of the Federation, and asked permission to take their daughter away at the end 

of the school year to train as a civil servant in the government office on Trer. They had 

supported the pro-Imperial movement for years, but as an abstraction: faced with the real 

thing, they simply did not believe him. Gray, laughing, promised them ‘All the official 

documentation and authorisations you could possibly desire, a convoy of Federation Security 

forces and anything else you require: but will you let Elma come?’ 

They wanted to know why on Earth or in space he wanted their daughter to work for him. 

He explained that he was Soph Walker’s uncle, and Bill Townsend was now learning about 

space flight on Gustu and had married his daughter Lysa. They relaxed. Of course, they had 

forgotten that Bill’s career jump was linked to Graham Bradley, and they’d forgotten the 

Walkers’ relationship to him. ‘But we want an official summons,’ said Elma’s mum, ‘all posh 

paper and gold ink. Her gran will never forgive me if I miss the opportunity to wring some 

paperwork out of the government, instead of the other way about.’ 

Gray promised, and extracted a provisional promise from them that Elma would be 

allowed to go to Trer when she’d finished her ‘upper’ exams at the end of the year. Then he 

and Elma went round to Anne’s house, and Anne greeted him with hugs and kisses. Her dad 

had waited back from starting work in order to meet Graham Bradley; her mum had just 

called a customer to warn him that she’d be late arriving; and they were both waiting to talk 

to Gray. Like Elma’s parents, they first said that they couldn’t begin to imagine what the 

great Graham Bradley would want with their daughter, and even insisted that Gray show his 

identity card to prove his credentials. Then Anne’s dad cross-examined Gray to establish why 
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it would be better for Anne to go to Trer rather than working for the government on Earth. 

Anne’s mum said that she wasn’t sure that Anne had a good enough grasp of the Federal 

language, and that she’d been hoping that Anne would join the family business. Gray 

(catching the downward flip in Anne’s aura when the family business was mentioned) said 

tactfully that a family business was great for teaching initiative and self-motivation, and that 

he wasn’t claiming that Anne would have a better career prospect on Trer; but he would like 

her to come, ‘because she’s charming, hard-working and sensible, and I need people like that 

in my office. And I need more humans working for me – the office is full of Gustu and 

Marys.’ (This was just an excuse, as he had put them there himself.) ‘And she’s a lovely 

person. I realise you’d prefer to keep her with you, and I certainly understand that.’ 

This deference put them at a disadvantage; what could they say that wouldn’t sound 

ungracious? At last they gave way, saying, ‘Well, if she wants to go … it’s a great 

opportunity … you will come back and see us, won’t you, love?’ 

‘Mum! I’m not going until next July. It’s ages yet.’ 

‘Still – you know, the time will fly by.’ 

‘Well, I expect I’ll have holidays. And you can come and see me. And you should update 

our visual player – link it to one of the new computers that connects into the interstellar caller 

networks – and then you can call me on Trer, and I can call you.’ 

They took the point, and as soon as Anne had left for school with Elma and Gray, they 

reached for the caller and called ‘enquiries’ to get the number of an electronics supplier. 

Gray walked down the road with his two young mistresses, as he called them to himself – 

having vowed to give up the term ‘pets’. Elma and Anne chatted excitedly about going to 

Trer, and Elma said to him: ‘Can you take us over sometime, so we can see your house and 

find out what clothes we’ll need, and things like that?’ 

‘Will we need clothes?’ giggled Anne, and Elma shot her an exasperated look. ‘Yes! 

Trer’s colder than Earth.’ 

‘Can we wear that heru cloth? Sophie says it’s temperature controlled.’ 

‘Yes, of course you can, but some people find it irritates the skin.’ 

‘Oh, no! It’s so pretty!’ 

‘The labs on Thorion are working on the problem. And most people are fine with it.’ 

‘Will Soph be able to come?’ Anne remembered. ‘Her mum and dad are very protective.’ 

‘Her mum says she’ll talk to the security group which has been seconded from Trer. She’s 

checking me out.’ 

‘But didn’t you send them?’ 

‘Yes, but she doesn’t know that.’ 

Anne began to giggle, but Elma was serious. ‘You may have to rescue her,’ she said. ‘You 

did marry her, didn’t you?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘They don’t know that. I’ve got the idea that they want her to marry some policeman. So 

be careful.’ 

‘There she is,’ exclaimed Anne, and waved at Sophie, who had just appeared at the top 

end of Pindar Road and was coming towards them.  

 

Sophie had come down to breakfast to find her father at the table, eating toast and marmalade 

and reading the journal. ‘What’s this your mum tells me about you wanting to go to Trer?’ he 

asked. 

‘I want to join Security on Trer,’ said Sophie, sitting down and helping herself to milk and 

cereal. 

‘I thought you were going to join the force?’ 

‘I’m joining a different one.’ Sophie began to eat. 
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‘How do you know they’ll have you?’ 

‘I’ve been talking to Nira. She says that they’re very impressed by the force here, and 

they’d like to have people from Leicester to train. And she thought I’d be good because 

you’re in the force here so I know something about it, but I’d have to start from the bottom.’ 

Her father put down his journal, folded his arms and looked her full in the face. ‘So what 

brought this on?’ he demanded. 

‘Elma and Anne are going to join the government trainees,’ said Sophie, eating quickly. 

She wanted to get away as soon as possible and join Elma and Anne on the way to school. 

‘Are they, indeed. And who fixed that for them?’ 

‘They were talking to Uncle Graham when we went to the wedding.’ 

‘I see. I thought you weren’t talking to your uncle.’ 

‘I wasn’t, but we made it up because he and Anja gave me that nice dress at the wedding.’ 

‘And now you want to run off and be with your uncle?’ 

‘I want to go with Elma and Anne. There’s no future here,’ snapped Sophie. ‘This is a big 

opportunity, Dad. Can’t you see that? This is their big chance, and I want to go too.’ 

‘I see.’ Her father gave her a long, considering look. Sophie went on eating, feeling her 

face burning, determined not to look up at him. She was going to act cool, as if she had 

nothing to hide. Why shouldn’t she go to Trer if she’d been offered a job there? 

‘There’ll be a few sad faces at the station when they hear you’re leaving,’ her father said at 

last. 

‘I’m not going yet. I have to pass my exams.’ 

‘Oh, well; no worries there, then.’ Her father went back to the journal. 

Sophie looked up at him, scowling furiously, gulped down the last of her breakfast and 

hurried out. 

 

‘He was being horrible. He thinks I can’t pass my exams.’ 

‘You can,’ said Elma. ‘You can come round to Anne’s house with me every day after 

school and we’ll do our homework together.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Sophie, and there was genuine relief in her voice. 

‘You’ll be fine,’ said Anne. She shot a look at Gray. ‘As long as Graham doesn’t disturb 

us too much!’ 

He gave a wry smile. ‘You won’t be seeing quite so much of me for the next few weeks, 

I’m sorry to say. I have to be on Trer.’ 

‘Oh, why?’ asked three voices. 

‘Errehn is coming back from sector ten. He’s a friend of mine,’ he explained to Elma and 

Anne, ‘and he always wants all my attention when he’s on leave, so it’s best if I don’t keep 

coming over here. He gets very jealous of you – especially Sophie.’ 

‘Me! Why?’ 

‘Because he knows I love you best,’ – and he put his arm about her shoulders and kissed 

her hair tenderly. 

‘Hey,’ said Elma, ‘no nookey in the street.’ 

‘Can we stop at the Co-op?’ asked Anne. ‘I need to get something.’ 

The others waited outside the Co-operative stores while Anne went in. Elma checked her 

wristwatch – they still had plenty of time to get to class, she noticed, and tried to relax while 

she waited. Then she noticed the three young men walking towards them. 

‘Who are they?’ she asked, at the same moment that Sophie said: ‘Greg! Jim, Matt! Hi – 

what are you doing here?’ 

‘Hi Soph,’ said Jim. ‘We missed you last night.’ 

‘I thought you were on late shift.’ 

‘We thought you might have come down to the station to see us.’ 
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‘I had homework.’ Sophie looked from one to the other warily. She was pleased to see 

them – she liked them – but what were they doing here? ‘Is everything OK?’ she asked. 

‘Because you didn’t come, we’ve come to find you,’ said Matt. 

‘Greg has something to ask you,’ added Jim. 

‘Will you marry me?’ asked Greg, then looked shocked because he had only intended to 

ask Sophie to come out with him that evening. His two colleagues stared at him open-

mouthed, then burst out into loud objections. 

Gray, who had put mental pressure on Greg to say what he really thought, was also 

seriously annoyed. This was the young man who had broken his darling’s hymen, who clearly 

had dishonourable designs on her, and now – arguably worse, from his point of view – had 

decided to do the honourable thing. His hair began to rise slightly. Elma opened her mouth to 

speak, but Sophie got in first. 

‘That’s very sweet of you, but no,’ she said. ‘Thank you for asking me, but I’ve decided to 

go to Trer when I’ve passed my exams, to join Security there.’ 

‘Pass your exams? Are you serious?’ asked Jim, laughing. Sophie flushed and bit her lip – 

she knew that she wasn’t as academically bright as her friends, but there was no need for Jim 

to rub it in. She suddenly became aware that her uncle was seriously annoyed, and that her 

three policemen were in danger – she would have to persuade them to leave. 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And my friends are helping me. So I need to get to school now – we’re 

just waiting for my friend Anne.’ She looked round at the end of this little speech, hoping to 

see Anne coming – but there was no sign of her. 

‘I’ll go and look for her,’ said Elma quickly, and took off at a run. Greg turned his 

attention to Sophie’s other companion. ‘I suppose you must be the famous Graham Bradley.’ 

‘What, him? He’s just a skinny teenager!’ jeered Jim. 

‘Scrawny as a plucked chicken,’ agreed Greg. 

‘Shut up!’ cried Sophie. ‘Don’t be rude!’ 

‘What, Soph? Do you fancy this miserable bandit?’ asked Matt. 

She didn’t know what to say. Gray, who was paying more attention to Soph’s distress than 

to the three young men’s jeers, looked round at the Co-op and said, ‘Something’s wrong in 

there.’ At that moment, there was a shout from inside the shop: more a scream of frustration 

than a cry of fear, but all three policemen at once ran into the shop to find out what was 

happening, leaving Sophie and Gray alone. 

Sophie looked her husband in the eye. ‘Did you do that?’ she asked. 

‘Not quite. Here come Elma and Anne.’ Sophie noted that her friends didn’t actually 

appear until a few seconds after her uncle had told her, but she didn’t comment on the delay. 

Presumably he’d fixed something. ‘Are you all right?’ she called to them. 

‘It’s mad in there. The computers have all gone down,’ cried Anne. ‘I couldn’t buy 

anything.’ 

‘The manager is going up the wall,’ said Elma. She looked at Gray. ‘Did you do that?’ 

‘Yes and no. C’mon, you’d better get to school,’ – and he led the way across the road, 

towards their destination. He left them at the school gate, promised to come back that evening 

for a short time, and hurried away. The three girls sighed a mutual sigh, and went into school. 

Gray slipped into space and spread himself out. He needed to make some adjustments to 

the time-space continuum around Earth, which he had interfered with before coming to find 

Sophie the other night. He knew that Julie, Wiroan and his sisters and brothers did not want 

him to see Sophie, and would try to prevent their meeting; so he had been using the powers 

which they had given him to hide himself and Sophie from them by interfering with the fabric 

of space-time around Earth. This had caused some computer disruption, especially in the 

interstellar network, and anyone trying to use an interstellar caller would have found that the 

connection was unusually poor. However, the network was so often unstable out here, far out 
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on the galactic arm, and callers were so often out of order, that no one could be certain that 

anything out of the ordinary was occurring; and Gray had now set everything back as it 

should be. He then went off to Bessiday to see Ragnor and Sarah, as he hadn’t seen them for 

two days. 

Aoan, who had been trying to find him and was increasingly anxious as she was unable to 

pin-point him precisely, was greatly relieved when his mental signal returned loud and clear. 

She even stepped through space – which, it has already been observed, she disliked doing – to 

find him at Ragnor’s club and to check that he was OK. Gray carefully shielded his mind and 

greeted her enthusiastically, and Aoan was reassured. She also admired Sarah, chatted in a 

friendly way with some of Ragnor’s guests who remembered when she first came to Bessiday 

as conquering general, and went to call on her garrison, which was now a rather larger force 

than when she had first installed them on Bessiday, because the locals had been flocking to 

join this prestigious and well-paid employment. She also visited the governor, Daaneh, who 

greeted her graciously and with a long list of recent achievements. Aoan listened patiently. 

She knew that a successful leader has to pay her subordinates some attention, even when it 

bores her to tears. 

She was so thoroughly irritated by Daaneh that by the time she got back to Greh she 

completely forgot to ask him where he had vanished to, so Greh did not have to tell her. He 

also neglected to tell Faroan, but this was because they were both so involved in the current 

developments in the heru-weaving labs that Greh forgot about everything else. He didn’t tell 

Anja or his children, or Bill, because he wanted their friends’ transfer to Trer to be a surprise. 

He didn’t tell Ray or Carl, because he knew Ray was jealous of Sophie and Carl had been 

saying for years that Sophie was damaging his reputation. The result was that the only one of 

his close lovers that he told was Memnon, because as Elma, Anne and Sophie would be going 

to work in the government offices on Trer, Memnon needed to start making arrangements 

now. Memnon flicked her whiskers at him and said, ‘Is this wise, Emron? Lord Aoan may 

think that they are available for her attention.’ 

‘They’ll be living in my quarters, Memnon – so they won’t be.’ 

‘Hmmm,’ said Memnon. ‘Under your roof – so your thralls? I thought you were trying to 

abolish that practice?’ 

‘I am. But Aoan still believes in it. So if they’re under my roof, they’ll be safe.’ 

‘I hope so,’ said Memnon thoughtfully. ‘By the way, Errehn is due back tomorrow. Shall I 

book a special meal for you both?’ 

‘Thank you, Memnon. Yes, that would be nice.’ 

 

The next few months would have been a very happy time for Sophie and Gray, if they had 

not had to be so secretive. Gray had to slip visits to Sophie and her friends between other 

functions, and dodged back and forth in time as far as he could. He kept interfering with the 

time-space continuum around himself and Sophie, so that Wiroan and Julie Smythe couldn’t 

pick up his visits to her. Sophie was very happy when she was with Gray, but spent the rest of 

the time desperately anxious. Her parents were suspicious of her, and kept trying to prove 

that she was wanted to go to Trer only to be with her uncle. As this was in fact the case, it 

was very difficult for her to deny it convincingly. Her young police friends were very hurt by 

her plan to go off-planet, and when she went out with them they niggled at her (as she 

described it to Elma and Anne) about it. Greg in particular was very difficult, and kept saying 

that he would get a transfer to Trer to be with her. As she didn’t want him to find out that she 

was married to Gray, Sophie didn’t want to encourage him, but to be completely indifferent 

would be suspicious. Besides, she did like Greg, and didn’t want to hurt his feelings. 

Elma and Anne found Sophie a little difficult at their post-school homework sessions, as 

she very often didn’t get the point of something at all, and had to be patiently talked through 
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it. Sophie then felt stupid and angry, and her friends felt tired and exasperated. But they had 

to stick by Sophie (as she sometimes reminded them) as she was their link with Graham 

Bradley; and she had to stick by them (as they would remind her in return) because she could 

only get to Trer by pretending to go with them. 

So the months passed in a whirl of school work. Sophie found that she had little time or 

energy to go out in the evenings. Sometimes Greg or all three of the lads would come round 

to see her, and would spend hours arguing with her dad in the lounge. Sophie found this 

boring, but at least it kept her dad happy. Her mum started asking her whether she was going 

to marry one of the lads, but Sophie insisted that she was going to Trer, ‘So I’m not marrying 

anyone.’ 

From time to time, Gray would join the girls after school and carry them through space to 

somewhere else: a warm beach on Thorion, a sunny hillside with birdsong, a warm 

mountaintop with jaw-dropping views on all sides. As promised, he took them over to Gustu 

for Bill’s birthday – a meal followed by an evening of Gustu music, very relaxing but slightly 

odd. For Elma and Anne’s birthdays, which were close together in November, he took them 

over to the market in Cray City where they shopped at market stalls selling produce from all 

over that planet: craft-made clothing and accessories, unfamiliar fruit and vegetables, bread 

which tasted quite different from the bread at home and was much pinker in colour, 

ornaments carved in oddly-coloured woods and strangely-textured stone. Once he took them 

to a lovely garden with green shrubs covered in blossoms, fountains and a lake, pools covered 

in water lilies, and pretty statues half-hidden in the vegetation, to be hunted out and 

discovered. On a hill side was a little tower, a sort of summer house, where they ate a meal of 

scones with jam and cream and drank tea. It was a lovely place – it might even have been on 

Earth. But for the most part, for all three girls it was work followed by work.  



89 
 

7. Sophie is seventeen 

 

Christmas came and went, and January exams, and they all had coursework to complete. 

Sophie had decided to have a party for her seventeenth birthday, and spent every spare 

moment (which were not many), planning it. She persuaded her parents to hire an upstairs 

room in the local community centre, and to hire a music player so that they could dance, and 

to pay for a buffet meal. Her parents, vaguely feeling that one reason Sophie wanted to leave 

Earth was that they hadn’t treated her to enough parties and the like, went along with her 

plans. She invited all her friends from school and from the gym, and from the police station, 

and she would have invited Bill and Lysa and her other cousins, but Gray told her that her 

younger cousins wouldn’t be allowed to come, ‘and Anja won’t be happy about Lysa coming 

– she’s expecting a baby.’ 

‘Oh!’ 

‘So best not to embarrass her by asking her.’ 

‘But she’s only a kid! Younger than me!’ 

‘I know – she’s a bit young. But she and Bill are very happy.’ 

‘What about her space training?’ 

‘She’s had to take time out from that.’ 

Yes, thought Sophie, like a whole year. She knew better than to get pregnant when in the 

middle of exams – but clearly Lysa had had too sheltered an upbringing. It was a part and 

parcel with never being allowed to visit Earth overnight. 

It seemed to Sophie that her party would never come, but at last the day arrived. She 

arrived early at the room with her mum, getting everything ready. They set up the music 

player with help from the man from the hire company. Sophie reflected that if Bill had been 

here, he would have been saying that off-planet the unit would have been pre-programmed 

and they need only switch it on and press ‘go’, but here they had to programme all the music 

they wanted and work out the playlist themselves. She preferred being able to do everything 

herself – she could choose the tracks she wanted and leave out what she didn’t want. The 

caterers brought the food in and set it up on trestle tables. The guests started to arrive at 

7.30pm, bearing presents, cards, flowers, food and drink. Greg, Matt and Jim arrived early 

on, with a crowd off-duty from the police station; there was a group of lasses from the gym, 

and friends of friends, and her school friends – Jack, Sally, Sean, Elma and Anne. There was 

also a crowd of local people who invited themselves on the basis that they knew Sophie or 

knew the family or had come in off the street to see what was going on. Sophie stood by a 

table at one end of the hall, piled up with presents, chatting to her guests, sipping a glass of 

something fizzy and slightly alcoholic. Most of the guests were too young for ‘proper’ 

alcoholic drinks, but they were allowed ‘low-col’ drinks which would make people merry 

without being harmful – and which would discourage guests from bringing in anything 

stronger. 

Sophie’s parents circulated, talking to the guests and keeping an eye open for Graham. 

Sophie’s Auntie Susie was also around, but – looking out for her and not seeing her – Sophie 

decided that she was probably in the little kitchen next door, making cups of tea. Her gran 

had come with her great-uncle Jon, and they were sitting on plastic chairs at the other end of 

the hall, drinking out of plastic beakers. Sophie wondered whether great-uncle Jon was ever 

going to ask her gran to marry him, or whether he would just go on hanging round her forever 

like an adoring stray dog. 

And where was her uncle/husband? At last he appeared, quiet and understated in dark blue 

jersey and tight trousers. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and said, ‘Everything seems to be 

going well! Happy birthday, duck’ – and handed her a small parcel. 
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She hadn’t expected him to give her anything now, and was thrilled. ‘What is it?’ she 

cried, tearing off the wrappings to reveal a necklace of white stones, which glowed and 

glittered as if they were burning … 

‘Oh, lovely!’ She tried to put it on at once – he helped to fasten the clasp at the back of her 

neck. ‘How does it look?’ she demanded, swinging round to face him. 

‘Lovely.’ He would have kissed her, if there had not been so many people there to look. It 

hung across her throat like white fire, contrasting perfectly with her dark hair and dress. 

Sophie spun back to show her friends. 

‘That’s firestone,’ said Elma. ‘It’s from Bessiday.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Have you seen it before?’ 

‘No, but I’ve read about it.’ Her expression said, ‘you could have bought me something 

like that!’ and his said, ‘Wait until we all get to Trer.’ 

‘May I touch?’ Anne put out a hand to feel the stones. ‘They look hot, but they’re cold!’ 

All Sophie’s friends touched the necklace. ‘Weird,’ said Sean, and looked Gray in the eye. 

‘We’ve seen you every year at Soph’s parties, but never introduced ourselves,’ he said. 

‘I’m Sean. This is Sally, and Jack, and Elm and Anne.’ 

‘Delighted,’ he said, genuinely pleased, and shook Sean’s hand, followed by Sally’s and 

Jack’s. He was just turning to Anne – who was wondering what to do, as it was silly for 

Graham to shake her hand when they’d been sleeping together for six months already – when 

Greg Fisher noticed what was happening and said, ‘And of course this is the famous Graham 

Bradley.’ 

Sean, Sally and Jack paled. ‘What? We saw him on Gustu – you aren’t tall enough to be 

him!’ 

‘I’m in plain clothes,’ said Gray, shooting a glance at Greg. ‘I won’t appear as myself here 

– I might scare someone.’ 

Sally relaxed a little, and giggled. ‘Oh – I see. I recognise you now.’ She frowned at him, 

trying to match the figure she saw in the journals and on the tellyvisual to this reality. 

‘You were coming to the parties? Did Soph’s mum and dad know?’ demanded Jack. 

‘Not exactly,’ admitted Gray. 

Jack looked at Sophie, and then back at Gray. He was clearly coming to conclusions, and 

Elma decided that the time had come to act quickly. 

‘Why isn’t anyone dancing?’ she demanded. ‘Soph, ask Sean to dance with you. You 

know you want to.’ 

‘No, Soph’s dancing with me,’ said Greg, and pulled her on to the dance floor before she 

could say anything, to accept or reject. 

Dancing at that time on Earth was done quite chastely, in comparison to modern practice: 

the two dancers faced each other and jogged up and down without touching each other. 

Physical contact was permitted only in the ‘slow, smoochy numbers,’ the quiet, romantic 

tracks that were played at the very end of the evening. So Greg and Soph danced together 

without actually touching each other (modern young people of the Empire, be amazed!) and 

talked rather than kissing as they did so. 

‘I’m coming with you to Trer,’ said Greg. ‘I got confirmation of my transfer this 

morning.’ 

‘Oh, Greg! You can’t!’ 

‘I can.’ 

‘But your promotion!’ Greg had been intending to apply for promotion to senior constable 

at Leicester police station. 

‘It’s OK. It’ll count towards it.’ 

‘Greg, you mustn’t! It’ll ruin your career.’ 

‘I’ve got to be with you, Soph. I can’t live without you.’ 
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What could she say? Sophie realised that there was nothing to be done. ‘When will you go 

to Trer?’ she asked. 

‘End of July. I know you’re going at the start of July, but they couldn’t manage it any 

earlier.’ 

It occurred to Sophie that it would be nice to have Greg, her devoted slave, to give her 

moral support on Trer. Just in case her uncle started bossing her about, as he had before – 

Greg could come and rescue her. ‘It’s really sweet of you to come,’ she said, and she would 

have kissed him, but – as noted already – kissing wasn’t allowed on the dance floor, so she 

just gave him a big smile instead. 

He grinned back. ‘I know you’re going to Trer to get away from your mum and dad,’ he 

said. ‘We can have a lot of fun together without them breathing down our necks.’ 

‘I’m going to be working,’ she said primly, but the smile she gave him was anything but 

prim. 

‘Yeah, sure,’ he said, and gave her a big grin back. 

 

The party went off well, overall. There were some sticky moments – Greg and Jim got into 

a fight over whose turn it was to dance with Sophie next, and had to be separated by Sophie’s 

mum. Sophie was inclined to spend too much time staring into her uncle’s eyes, so Anne 

suggested tactfully that Gray should help his little sister with the washing up. Susie and Gray 

had very little to say to each other, but what they did say was amicable. Anne also talked 

Sophie into dancing once with every man in the room, so that no one had any reason for 

complaint. She and Elma made sure that all the presents were packed up and sent back to 

Sophie’s house with her parents. 

At the end of the evening, the family and close friends set to and tidied up. Elma and Anne 

escorted Sophie home, to make sure that she went. But having dropped Sophie off, they 

found that they were diverted into her parents’ lounge and cross-examined on their plans to 

go to Trer. What were their chances of getting scholarships? What were their opportunities 

when they got there? How much would they see of Sophie’s uncle? 

Anne was unable to come up with ready replies, but Elma said: ‘You’ve got to realise that 

Sophie’s uncle is the vice-president of the Federation. She’ll hardly ever see him. He has to 

be in the Federal Assembly half the time and in committees the rest of the time.’ 

‘So where are you going to live?’ asked Julie. ‘Trer is a big city.’ 

‘We’ll be in the government complex. A lot of the government personnel live there. 

We’ve had a letter from one of the ministers telling us about it,’ said Elma. ‘I think I’ve got it 

in my bag’ – she had been so thrilled to receive Memnon’s letter that she had carried it about 

with her ever since. Now she scrabbled in her handbag and produced it, unfolded it and 

handed it over to Julie Walker. Julie and David read it. 

Memnon had taken care to write in English, as she knew from the Emron that the humans 

did not speak Federation well. Her language was a little stilted, but the meaning was clear. 

Julie and David read that, provided she passed her exams, Elma would be offered a 

scholarship to the University of Trer with on-the-job training in the government science 

office. Accommodation would be in the government complex. She would receive a grant of 

so much per month. They read through the letter, then handed it back to Elma. 

‘Did you receive a letter like this?’ Julie asked Anne, who nodded quickly. ‘Mine is for a 

course in literature.’ 

‘Where would Soph go?’ 

‘She could live with us. She’d be working with Security, who are based in the government 

offices.’ 

‘You’d better talk to Nira, duck,’ said Julie to her husband. ‘Find out from her what’s 

going on here,’ and David nodded. 
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Elma and Anne were glad to escape. They hoped that they hadn’t done Sophie’s plans any 

harm. ‘If the worst comes to the worst,’ said Anne, ‘Gray will just have to abduct Soph.’ 

 

Sophie, Elma and Anne left Leicester spaceport on the trans-federal cruiser Free Spirit at the 

start of July, bound for Trer. Their parents, families and friends saw them off at the spaceport 

with many tears and good wishes. The girls were all in tears of grief and joy together. 

Sophie’s policemen kissed her passionately, her mother cried, and her gran kept saying: ‘You 

have to come back and see us soon, duck.’ The three each had more luggage than they could 

carry, and they were escorted by Nira and a few of the other Security guards who had been 

seconded to Earth, who promised to see them safely to their accommodation on Trer. They all 

promised to ‘call’ home each night, from the ship and then from Trer. They were all 

wondering whether they were doing the right thing, and spent the three days of the voyage in 

various states between utter terror and exhilaration.  

At Trer, they were met at the spaceport by Gray’s first minister Memnon. The three girls 

had very little experience of Marys, although they had all seen them on the telly-visual and 

had been told all about Memnon by Gray – about her intelligence, and her sweet personality, 

and her ingenuity and political good sense, and her wisdom, and her beautiful singing – until 

they all felt completely jealous of her and had resolved to hate her on sight. However, when 

they finally met this paragon of wisdom and beauty they were astonished to find that she 

looked like a very large, very furry dog, with a very waggy tail and expressive ears and 

whiskers. They all at once felt very superior, and were terribly polite and patronising. 

Memnon, a generous young woman, assumed that they were space lagged and 

disorientated at being on an unfamiliar planet, and hurried them to the government centre, 

where they were given a good meal, shown to their suite of rooms and sent straight to bed. 

The following morning they all woke up refreshed, but feeling decidedly groggy. Memnon 

dropped in to see how they had slept and to direct them to breakfast – ‘all the staff eat 

together in the dining room – it’s just down the corridor, the sunlit room on the left.’ She 

looked around at the three bleary-eyed females and added, ‘the washing facilities are through 

that door. I think you all need a good wash to get space out of your fur. I know I always do 

when I’ve been in outer space. Don’t forget to drink lots of water after spaceflight – all the 

water is suitable for drinking here.’ 

‘Ugh,’ said Elma when she tried the water in the washing room, ‘it’s bitter.’ 

‘I’ve brought some from the ship,’ said Anne, handing her a bottle she had bought on 

board: Elma took a long draught and said, ‘That’s better – thanks.’ 

‘I’m feeling dizzy,’ said Sophie, holding her head tenderly. Elma handed her the bottle and 

said, ‘Have a good drink.’ 

‘I don’t remember feeling ill when we travelled to Gustu,’ said Anne, doubtfully. 

‘We’ll feel better when we’ve had some breakfast,’ said Elma. 

Breakfast turned out to be strange fruits, breads and a hot drink that none of them could 

identify, but they did feel better after eating it. Arriving back in their room, they found Gray 

waiting for them, sitting on Elma’s bed. They all ran to greet him and after affectionate 

welcomes, they sat down around him – Sophie sitting on his lap, Elma and Anne one each 

side. 

‘This place is really strange,’ said Sophie. ‘I feel dizzy.’ 

‘I feel a bit sick,’ said Elma. ‘I’ve never felt like that when you’ve taken us anywhere.’ 

‘The air tastes funny,’ said Anne. 

‘I’ve never brought you anywhere so far from Earth,’ explained Gray. ‘You’ve only 

visited planets which are relatively close to Earth in galactic terms, and are almost identical to 

Earth in size and ecology.’ 

‘How could that happen?’ asked Elma. ‘How could they be the same?’ 
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‘They were designed for humans and similar life to live on them. Trer wasn’t. It’s less 

compatible with your physiology.’ 

‘But humans live here,’ said Elma. 

‘Yes, but their ancestors emigrated here many centuries ago. They’re adapted to the 

planet. Newcomers take a little while to adapt.’ 

‘Did you?’ asked Anne. 

‘No, but I’m an Imperial – we’re more adaptable. The atmosphere on this planet has 

slightly less oxygen than Earth’s so you’ll feel short of breath. You’ll need to take iron 

supplements to raise your haemoglobin levels in your blood. And the rain has an irritant 

effect on your skin, so stay indoors when it rains.’ 

Sophie felt a pang. She liked walking in the rain, and feeling it beat upon her face and hair. 

‘Trer’s gravity is slightly less than Earth’s, and the magnetic field is different, so you may 

feel disorientated. And there are three small moons instead of one big moon, so tides are 

different and your bodies will miss the moon to begin with. But you’ll soon get used to it.’ 

‘What was that drink we had at breakfast?’ asked Anne. ‘It tasted of cinnamon.’ 

‘That was coffee.’ 

‘What? That was nothing like coffee.’ 

‘It’s the local coffee.’ He smiled apologetically at their astonished faces. ‘Honestly, 

darlings, you will get used to it soon.’ 

 

The next few weeks were so busy that in the simple rush of everyday life they forgot about 

‘getting used to it’. As it was the middle of university term, Elma and Anne would have to 

wait until the start of the next term before they could begin their studies. So Greh took the 

two young women to meet Ray in the Technical Development Centre (also known as the 

Scientific Initiative Centre) at the Strategic Planning Unit. Elma was really excited by 

everything she saw there – Ray conceded that she might be able to come over to assist in the 

labs when her university course had started. ‘She’s got the right sort of brain,’ he said. Anne 

didn’t find the technical centre particularly interesting, but she got on well with Carl in the 

Social Planning and Outreach Centre of Strategic Planning, and Carl said to Greh afterwards 

that he thought she had promise as a co-ordinator and development officer: ‘She’s good at 

communicating with people.’ 

Sophie didn’t go with them to the Strategic Planning Unit; she’d met Ray and Carl many 

times when she was a young child, and she didn’t want to hang around her uncle’s old 

friends. She could have started her work in the Security Office at once, and she did go to the 

Security offices for a few hours each day, but Nira said that she needn’t start full time until 

her two friends started at University. In the meantime there was a city centre to explore, 

shops to investigate and clothes to buy, a suite of rooms for the three to adapt and adjust to 

their own liking, cultural and social events to try out – the theatre, musical performances, 

invitations to meet members of the government – and they also visited the Federal Assembly 

and sat in the visitors’ gallery, watching Gray or Lord Aoan preside, and sat in the 

government offices with Memnon while she talked them through various processes and 

procedures, and showed them how to use ‘a proper computer,’ which gave all three human 

girls terrible headaches. 

Sometimes Aoan looked in on them to see how they were getting on, and was very 

friendly, but the girls noticed that Memnon or one of the other Marys was always there when 

she came in, and that there was always a Mary or a Gustu Security guard with them. As Aoan 

was in charge of Security it struck them as odd that the Gustu were guarding them against 

their chief, but Nira explained: ‘Lord Greh has his own forces, and we answer to him rather 

than to Lord Aoan.’ 

‘So would you fight her to protect us?’ 
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Nira pealed with laughter. ‘No! I couldn’t stand against a Great One like Lord Aoan. But 

she won’t try to seduce you while Lord Greh’s protection is over you; protocol forbids it, and 

Lord Aoan does respect protocol.’ 

Sometimes when Aoan looked at her, Anne was not at all sure that protocol was enough; 

but, beyond smiling seductively at them, Aoan seemed content to tease and not to touch. 

Most of the day Gray was busy in the government offices, or in the Federal Assembly, or 

seeing his various officials everywhere, but when he could get away he took them out into the 

countryside, which they found weirdly different from Earth – the rubbery-leaved trees, and 

furry birds, and scratchy ‘grass’ underfoot, and of course the acidic rain. ‘Why do you live 

here?’ Elma demanded, and Gray admitted that he lived here only because Rose McCrae had 

done so. ‘And I don’t really live here. It’s just the government base. You know I have another 

home on Gustu, and I also have a base on Thorion with Faroan.’ 

‘Why don’t you move the government somewhere else?’ 

‘Because I need the Federation’s structures, and they are based here.’ 

‘You mean the President is based here,’ said Elma. The three girls had met the President 

on the second day after their arrival – Gray had taken them to meet her, in her ‘green room’. 

They had been amazed at how small she was, a little pixie-faced person who had clearly been 

aged by the weight of her responsibilities, and who was evidently very attached to Gray, 

whom she called: ‘dear’, which Elma and Anne found sweet and Sophie found irritating. It 

was only later, talking through the meeting, that she realised that the President still regarded 

Gray as Rose McCrae’s husband, and because Rose had been her great friend she was fond of 

Gray as a sort of surrogate for Rose. The oddest thing about that meeting had been the 

President’s attitude to Elma. 

‘How nice to meet you,’ she had said to the three girls. ‘Gray tells me that you’re going to 

train as his assistants.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ they had all said together, sounding like a chorus in a pantomime, thought 

Sophie wryly. 

‘He certainly needs assistance. Those Marys are very good, but they don’t think like’ (she 

used a word which meant ‘creatures like us,’ and it was a shock to the three girls to realise 

that the President regarded Gustu, humans and Imperials as being similar mammalian bipeds, 

whereas Marys were quite another sort of animal). ‘You will look after Gray, won’t you? He 

needs looking after, now Rose is no longer with us.’ At this remark her face had twisted 

somewhat, and all three girls were shocked to see that the President was on the edge of tears. 

‘But you’ll be good for him,’ she said, ‘and I know I can rely on you.’ She had smiled at 

all of them then, and then said, ‘and I’m glad to see you are such a mixture of humanity. A 

dark one, like Rose’ – and she had given Elma such a sweet smile, and said, ‘You do look so 

like her, dear, when she was young. I remember her looking just like you.’ 

Elma flushed and said, ‘Really? I’m sure I don’t, ma’am.’ 

‘Oh, you do. That same dark skin and sweet smile – dear Rose. And you’re a scientist, too. 

You’ll be a great help to us, dear.’ Then she smiled again, so sweetly, that Elma was quite 

embarrassed. 

‘Then a pink-and-gold one’ – she smiled at Anne – ‘and a dark-and-white one,’ – smiling 

at Sophie. ‘Humans are so many different colours! Whereas we have to make our colours 

through our clothing. Well, dears, I hope you’ll be very happy here. Do let me know if there’s 

anything I can do to help you to settle in here.’ 

They quickly denied that there was anything that they needed, thanked her for her time 

and left as quickly as they could. ‘I’ve never had anyone describe me by colour before,’ said 

Anne as they beat a retreat down the corridor, ‘that was weird!’ 

‘My skin’s not white,’ said Sophie, ‘it’s pink, like yours’ (this to Anne). ‘Is there 

something wrong with her eyes?’ 
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‘Gustu probably see colours differently from us,’ said Elma. They all agreed: obviously 

the President was seeing the hardly-visible gold tints in Anne’s mousy hair, and the pale 

tones in Sophie’s skin. As Gustu and Imperials are quite boring in appearance – pale skin, 

dark hair – the colour variability of humans must be a shock to them. Still, it was hardly in 

good taste to mention it, and only underlined their opinion that people on Trer had very 

strange social customs. 

Well – not Trer so much as the government offices. They were either in the thick of things, 

being shown round by Memnon and shown how the government operated, or in their own 

suite of rooms, or with Gray. Gray came to see them every day, and slept with each of them 

every day – although Elma and Anne were pretty sure that Sophie got more attention than 

they did, they didn’t know for sure because he sent them to sleep when he was with Sophie. It 

was Gray who sent them out shopping for clothes, but who ensured that they always had at 

least one Mary official or one Gustu Security guard with them. They never met outsiders, 

apart from Memnon and the President, without a guard in attendance. They did meet other 

members of the government team – they went over to the Strategic Planning Unit about every 

day and chatted with Ray and Carl and their teams – but there was always a security guard 

there. Whenever there was a social event, with the visit of an assembly member 

representative from another planet, and the girls were invited to go along and be part of the 

social crowd, Nira or one of her colleagues was hovering nearby all the time. It was nice to 

feel that Gray cared, said Anne, and to feel safe, but a tiny bit irritating to always be being 

watched over, ‘as if we can’t look after ourselves.’ 

Elma agreed, but said: ‘Suppose Lord Aoan or another one of those Imperials turned up 

again and tried to kidnap us?’ 

‘Oh, they can’t,’ said Anne, ‘not here!’ 

But Elma and Sophie were not so sure. ‘And we do look very kidnappable,’ thought Elma, 

looking at the three of them as they stood together in the crowd. Gray had been true to his 

promise and had given herself and Anne necklaces of firestone, and they all had new heru 

dresses to wear, and their hair was beautifully arranged and they looked healthy and happy – 

Lord Aoan had just glanced across the crowd and given her a smile which indicated that she 

certainly found them attractive. So, better to have a guard. 

So the first few weeks passed in a whirl of excitement. As their lives began to take on a 

pattern, the three girls settled down into a routine. They all three spent each morning in the 

government offices with Memnon. Anne and Elma started to do preliminary work for their 

University courses, spending part of each afternoon working at their studies and part in the 

Strategic Planning Unit, Elma working with Ray’s technical team and Anne with Carl’s team 

on various social projects. Sophie spent afternoons at the Security offices, learning about how 

Trer Security operated.  

As they slowed down into routine, they had time to take stock of how they were adapting 

to their new environment. Anne found that she felt breathless all the time, and had to take 

double-dose of iron supplements. She also discovered that she was allergic to the local coffee, 

and had to take up drinking a leaf infusion instead, ‘Same idea as tea but not at all the same 

taste.’ On the other hand, Trer’s sun was more compatible with her skin than Earth’s sun, and 

a facial rash which had troubled her for years disappeared. Elma found that walking was quite 

difficult for the first few weeks, as she kept tripping up – until her body adapted to the 

different gravity and she could judge her steps again. She also found Trer air turned her 

stomach, and for several days she felt constantly sick, until Memnon worked out that 

lavender essential oil – which she had brought with her from Herluin, where lavender grows 

wild as on Earth – contained the vital chemical which Elma’s body needed. Elma started 

using the oil as perfume, and felt much better – although Anne complained about the smell. 
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Sophie fared least well of the three. She felt dizzy and disorientated, which Gray realised 

was a result of Trer’s different magnetic field. Her monthly period, which had been due to 

start as soon as she arrived on Trer, didn’t start when expected and then took twice as long as 

usual, which she herself put down to Trer’s three little moons not having the same 

complementary influence on her as Earth’s moon. She found that Trer’s water made her feel 

sick, and the iron supplements made her feel sicker – but if she didn’t take the iron 

supplements, she was constantly short of breath. All in all, Sophie found that she did not feel 

well on Trer. 

In her mind and her heart, everything was wonderful: she was with her husband for at least 

part of each day, she had hopes of spending much more time with him as time went on, and 

she was away from school and from her nagging parents. She was free to be her own woman. 

On the other hand, she missed her friends from the police station and the gym, and she found 

that she was desperately homesick for Leicester. She had been happy in her hometown, and 

moving to another city – even if it was the capital of the Federation – only reinforced her 

conviction that she belonged in her home. She wanted to be with Gray, but how she missed 

Leicester’s shops, nightclubs and pubs! She missed her gran, she missed the buses and the 

pavements and the parks and the birds and trees, the dogs and cats, the friendly sunshine and 

the sweet rain. She missed everything about it, and although she tried hard to like her new 

home, the more she tried the more she longed to be back on Earth. 

Gray, on the other hand, was delighted to have his young mistresses on Trer. As he 

presided over the Federal Assembly, or talked with his officials, or discussed government 

matters with Leel, Aoan or Memnon, he looked forward to spending time with them in the 

evening to come. The thought of them brightened his days and their physical presence made 

him happy at nights, so that overall he felt much happier than he had been since Rose died. 

He enjoyed entertaining them, taking them on trips off-planet as he had in the past, sending 

them out under guard to shop and explore, making sure that they were invited to government 

social events. He absorbed the positive energy from their enjoyment, and watching them 

having a good time helped him to relax after the stresses of a day in government. He was still 

having to adjust the space-time continuum to keep himself and Sophie shielded from Wiroan 

and his sisters and brothers, but it was worth it, he told himself, to have his young lovers at 

his side. He was aware that they were experiencing problems in physically adapting to their 

new environment and wanted to do everything he could to make them happy, so when Sophie 

reminded him that ‘we haven’t been to any clubs here,’ he took the three to one of his clubs 

on Trer and introduced them to some of the young men in his employment, whom he had 

previously warned that ‘I’m bringing some of my girls to meet you. They’re working for me 

in the government office. Be kind to them and make sure that they have a good time.’ 

The young men, aware how their boss treated his young men and women – as lovers, 

sleeping with them regularly – assumed that this meant sex, if the girls wanted it, and plenty 

of kissing and petting, dancing and drink as required. So they set themselves out to entertain 

the three young women. Elma was amused by their friendliness, was happy to dance and 

drink but shrugged off the petting and made it clear that she’d rather chat – for most of the 

evening she remained sitting at a table, discussing politics with two of the young men. Very 

dishy young men they were, too, Anne noted, but Elma clearly wasn’t interested in flirting. 

As for herself, she quickly found that one of the young men attached himself to her, asked her 

to dance, kissed her while they were dancing! – shocking behaviour which would never have 

been tolerated at home, thought Anne to herself – and then bought her a drink and sat her 

down in a corner behind a table and began to talk sweet nothings to her. Anne was 

embarrassed, although flattered. At last she said, ‘Do you do this for a living?’ 

‘Do I do what?’ he asked, kissing her ear. 

‘Chat up girls and make them feel special.’ 
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‘That’s exactly what I do.’ 

‘Why? I mean, it must be very pleasant’ – 

‘It’s pleasant when I have a lovely person like you.’ He kissed her ear again. 

‘But is it a way to make a living?’ 

‘Goldie pays me to do it – I don’t argue.’ 

Anne deduced that ‘Goldie’ was Gray. It seemed a sensible name for him, she thought. 

‘But what does he get out of it?’ she asked. 

‘Oh, I collect information too.’ 

‘I see. That makes sense.’ 

‘I expect one of your jobs is to process the information I gather.’ 

She giggled, thinking of all the records Memnon had been showing her on the computer 

that morning. She hadn’t been able to keep track of them at all. ‘It might be.’ 

He kissed her ear again. ‘Don’t let’s talk about work, Anne. Let’s talk about love. It isn’t 

often I have a lovely person like you to talk to.’ 

‘What sort of people do you usually have?’ 

‘People who are out for what they can get.’ 

‘Poor you.’ 

‘Yes. But today you come along, lovely and innocent and friendly, just happy to talk to me 

and let me make you feel special – which is what I love to do.’ 

‘Then you’re happy,’ she said, and was surprised when he kissed her tenderly on the lips. 

‘Anne,’ he breathed, ‘will you let me make love to you?’ 

‘Me? Why?’ 

‘Because you’re so sweet and lovely – I think I’m in love with you.’ 

‘I’m sure you’re not.’ 

‘I’m sure I am.’ He caressed the back of her neck tenderly, and she could feel herself 

growing warm with embarrassment – or pleasure. ‘Please. It would make me so happy – and 

I’d be really good for you. I promise to be really gentle and romantic.’ 

‘I don’t know – what would Goldie say?’ 

‘He said we should give you a good time. And this is the best good time I can think of.’ 

‘Oh, dear’ – Anne began to panic a little. What had Gray meant? ‘I only sleep with Gray – 

I mean Goldie.’ 

‘But I only sleep with him, too – I mean, he’s the only person I really want to sleep with. 

Until I met you. Come on, Anne. You’ll enjoy it.’ 

He was so tender and pleading, and she really began to think that perhaps he meant it, so 

in the end she said ‘yes’, and went with him upstairs to a rather nice flowery-decorated room 

with a nice bed and a shower room ensuite and everything to make her comfortable, and he 

made a fuss of her, and they petted and fooled about on the bed, and then he pulled her skirt 

up and pulled her panties down and started to lick her groin – which was very pleasant, Anne 

thought – and then encouraged her to undress him, and he helped her to undress, and made 

love to her very sweetly and gently. Anne was charmed, and very pleased with him. At the 

end, when he said, ‘Was that good for you, darling?’ she said, ‘Yes,’ at once, and then: ‘did 

you enjoy it too?’ at which he said, ‘Very much,’ and kissed her again. 

They made love again and played around in the room and the shower, until Anne lost track 

of the time. At last, her lover said: ‘I think it’s time for you to go back with Goldie, darling. 

Can I keep in touch with you? Can I call you? Or write?’ 

‘Oh, yes – yes, please.’ She found her handbag and wrote down his caller number, and 

gave him hers. ‘I don’t know your name.’ 

‘Raghund.’ 

It was an unusual name, she thought, but she spoke it aloud and thought it had a heroic 

feel to it. ‘Nice,’ she said, and wrote it down. 
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‘Darling,’ he said, pulling her into a hot embrace, ‘I’m so glad you came this evening!’ 

‘So am I,’ she said, returning his kisses – until Gray came to take her home. 

Sophie had spent a little time with the ‘lads’, but then Gray had come to dance with her, 

and she spent the rest of the evening with him. It was lovely to be with him, but she wished 

that she didn’t have a constant nagging headache – the effect of the funny daylight, she 

thought, because the sun here is too yellow for my eyes – and a constant sick feeling, as if my 

period’s about to start, but it doesn’t. Gray noted her discomfort, and tried to adjust her mind 

to make her feel better – but Sophie just said, ‘Ow – stop it,’ filling him with remorse at once. 

He hugged her to him and kissed her, and suddenly realised how thin she was. ‘Soph! Are 

you eating? You’re losing weight.’ 

‘I can’t eat.’ (She shrugged in annoyance at herself.) ‘I feel ill all the time, and when I eat 

it goes straight through me.’ 

Gray felt himself panicking, and was at a loss as to what to do. When he had taken the 

three young women home to bed, he went to find Memnon. 

‘There are lots of humans living on Trer. So why are my three girls finding it so difficult 

here?’ 

‘The humans who have lived here for generations have adapted,’ Memnon reminded him. 

‘Elma, Anne and Sophie come from families who have never left Earth. So their bodies are 

less adaptable.’ 

‘But I adapted to outer space. Why can’t they?’ 

‘You spent two months travelling in space, Emron. They had only a few days.’ Memnon 

flicked her whiskers. ‘The slow old ships had that advantage – they gave people more time to 

adapt to different conditions. And I expect it makes a difference that your young humans are 

female. Human females have such strange bodily functions – that monthly bleeding. It seems 

so unnecessary. What does it achieve?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ Gray sighed – this was getting him nowhere. ‘What can I do with them? 

The medical staff here just said that sometimes people react negatively to space flight, and 

they’ll get over it in a few months.’ 

‘You could ask the Priestess for advice – but she may not know anything about human 

illnesses. Or you wait and hope that they adapt.’ 

‘Hmmm.’ Gray thought of his dear, pale-faced Sophie, and knew that he couldn’t bear to 

wait any longer at all. 

‘By the way, don’t forget that Errehn is due back tomorrow,’ Memnon added. ‘I’ve 

ordered you both a romantic meal. It seemed to work well last time.’ 

‘Thank you, darling’ – and he touched his nose to hers, and caressed her ears. She shivered 

with pleasure, so he stroked her tail, and took her into his arms. 

 

The following afternoon, Gray was presiding in the Federal Assembly, trying to persuade the 

delegates not to blow the Federal/Imperial budget on subsidies for developing industry on 

underdeveloped (a.k.a. still naturally beautiful) planets. The Priestess and Faroan were 

extremely anxious that the sort of planetary ecological disaster which had taken place on 

Bessiday should not take place again, and had given him firm instructions which he intended 

to follow. He was aware that his various agents, officials, friends and lovers were busy 

elsewhere as he was working, and his mind kept wandering off in search of them, so that he 

had to pull it back and force himself to concentrate. 

He was aware that Anne was talking to Raghund on the caller. He was rather pleased that 

those two sweet young people had found each other – he had no intention of giving up either 

of them, but was very happy for them to build a relationship, marry and set up home together 

if they wished to do so. Meanwhile, whatever happened, he was happy for them to enjoy 

themselves. Elma was working at her studies, preparatory to starting work at the University in 
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the autumn. Memnon was – Memnon was trying to get hold of him. His hair floated up high 

about his shoulders. Errehn’s here, and he’s gone looking for you – I couldn’t keep him here. 

He’s gone in the direction of Security. I’m trying to have him stopped. 

Sophie was in the Security offices, doing some work with Nira, and the one person whom 

Errehn mustn’t meet was Sophie. He was bitterly jealous of her, and he might harm her. Greh 

felt himself panicking – he stretched out his mind for Sophie. Sophie, darling, where are you? 

Be careful – hide yourself! 

He felt her panic – she was in danger – he must go to her! Could he slip through time to go 

and return in the blink of an eye? He was about to do it, and then suddenly felt Sophie’s relief 

– she was safe. The panic was over. She was with someone who was taking care of her. 

Greh recognised the person, and relaxed. Sophie would be all right now, and he could 

leave her in safe hands. 

 

Sophie had been sitting on the floor in Nira’s office, working at the computer. She found it 

very odd to sit on the floor to work, and it made her bottom sore, but she did enjoy playing 

with this computer, which could do so many different things at once, as quickly as thought. 

She was just thinking through a set of records about night clubs in Trer City and had found 

the one where Gray had taken her and her friends the other night, when she heard a voice 

outside in the corridor. It was vaguely familiar – it was an Imperial voice, but not her 

husband’s. With a moment’s jolt of panic, she recognised Errehn. 

She had met Errehn a few times when she was a child and he had come to visit her gran 

with Gray. She knew he didn’t like her – Gray said that he was jealous, that he wanted to be 

Gray’s only lover. Well, he was silly. Gray loves everyone, she told herself. But now she 

heard what Errehn was saying: ‘Where is Greh? He’s with that human girl Sophiewalker, 

isn’t he? Where is she?’ and he was storming down the corridor towards this office. Sophie 

leapt to her feet – she looked about frantically for somewhere to hide … 

And then a door on the other side of the room slid open, and a voice called: ‘Soph! Are 

you here? Nira said you’d be here,’ and she ran straight towards it and threw herself into the 

speaker’s arms. 

‘Greg! When did you get here?’ 

‘Just now, duck. I came straight from the spaceport to find you.’ He stepped back and 

looked her up and down. ‘God, Soph, you’re not looking your best. Nira said this place 

wasn’t suiting you.’ 

‘No, it’s horrible – I feel ill all the time.’ 

‘Aren’t your friends looking after you?’ 

‘They’re ill too – but not as bad as me.’ 

‘You poor kid!’ He kissed her warmly, and she returned the kiss. ‘That’s better’ (a few 

minutes later), ‘you’re looking a better colour now.’ 

‘Oh, Greg! I have missed you. It’s lovely being on Trer, and there are such interesting 

people and great nightlife, but I’m planet-sick.’ 

He laughed. ‘Is that what it’s called?’ 

‘No, I called it that. It’s like being seasick but instead of being at sea you’re on a different 

planet.’ 

She was aware that the door by her workplace had opened, and someone was standing 

there, but she ignored them and concentrated on talking to Greg: Gray always said that 

Imperials can read your mind, so you have to think what you want them to read. ‘I’m so glad 

you’re here. Did you have a good voyage?’ 

‘It was OK. I guess I’ll be going back soon, with you.’ 

‘Greg! You’ve only just got here.’ 
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‘Yes, but look at you, girl! You’ve lost weight, your colour’s wrong – you’re not a well 

person.’ 

‘I know.’ The door behind her had closed again – if it had been Errehn there, he had gone, 

satisfied that Gray wasn’t in the room, and the people there weren’t interested in Gray. ‘But 

Nira said I’m doing well here.’ 

‘Yeah, when I called her she said your work’s great, and you’ve got a great future mapped 

out here, and your uncle will probably make you head of a sector in a few years. I knew 

you’d be seeing your uncle.’ 

‘Yes’ (defiantly). 

‘You needn’t take that tone with me, girl. I know your game. You’ve been running the 

four of us around: me, Jim, Mark and your uncle. Well, it’s got to stop.’ 

‘Why?’ (defiantly but with a beguiling smile). 

‘That’s my girl’ (kissing her again) ‘that’s my girlie’s smile. I’ve travelled half way across 

the galaxy for that smile.’ 

‘Really, Greg?’ 

‘Really, darling.’ 

She stopped smiling then, because he kissed her again, and they were locked in embrace 

for several minutes. At last he drew back a little and said, ‘But this playing around has got to 

stop, darling, because it’s killing you.’ 

‘Oh, Greg! I miss home so much! But I want – I mean, I want …’ 

‘You mean, you want your uncle. I’ve worked that out for myself.’ 

‘Yes. I’ve always wanted him.’ 

Greg looked her in the face. She was his beautiful Sophie, he wanted her more than he had 

ever wanted anything, he was pretty sure he’d die if he couldn’t spend the rest of his life with 

her at his side, and he’d just crossed the galactic arm to be with her. She was clearly 

overjoyed to see him; she was ill, she was losing weight, Trer didn’t suit her at all; he was 

pretty sure she’d marry him if he asked her, but she wanted to be with a tall, skinny, girlish 

creature who wasn’t even human but whom she called ‘uncle,’ and so she wouldn’t come 

back to Earth with him. 

At least … there must be some way … 

‘You’re not well,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to your uncle, Soph. We’ll think of something.’ 

At this point, Nira came in and said, ‘Ah, Greg, glad to see you’ve arrived. What do you 

think of our Soph?’ 

‘She’s an angel. But she’s ill.’ 

‘I know. Come down to the refectory and have something to eat, and we’ll talk about it.’ 

 

‘I’ve come across cases of “planet sickness” before,’ Nira explained over hot drinks of what 

she called ‘coffee’ and Sophie and Greg called ‘cinnamon’. ‘It can be a problem when people 

go off-planet for the first time. But generally people get used to it soon. I usually feel queasy 

for a few days after arriving on a new planet, but I get used to it quickly. It’s a mixture of 

being space-lagged, and the differences in air quality, sunlight and gravity, and the planet’s 

electro-magnetic field.’ 

‘I’m feeling OK,’ said Greg. Nira shrugged. 

‘You’ve only just arrived. Give it a few days.’ 

‘Elma and Anne are feeling ill as well,’ Sophie reminded her. 

‘Yes, but they’re taking medication and are coping with it. Your body isn’t coping with it.’ 

‘What can I do? I don’t want to give up and go home, not after everything I’ve done to get 

here!’ 

‘I thought Lord Greh would have been on to it by now.’ Nira was puzzled. 

‘This is your uncle?’ Greg prompted Sophie. 
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‘Yes, that’s his official title. He has tried to fix it, but it just made me feel worse.’ 

‘Problem.’ Nira shook her head. ‘I expected him to be here by now,’ she added, looking 

around her, ‘but perhaps he’s been delayed in the Assembly.’ 

 

Greh had in fact been intercepted by Errehn, who was full of news about sector ten and 

expected Greh to drop everything to concentrate on him. Greh, who was extremely fond of 

his Rhuaan lover, was reluctant to hurt his feelings by brushing him off, so sat down to a long 

conversation over a warm fruit drink and a plate of hot breads, and then sent Errehn off to 

wash and unpack ‘and we’ll have dinner later, darling. Wait for me in my room.’ Errehn went 

off happily to oblige, and Greh went to find Sophie. 

He was glad to find her looking a little more lively and with better colour, sitting with 

Greg Fisher and Nira in the Security refectory. He gave her a warm kiss before turning to 

welcome Greg to Trer, and was amused to see Greg’s expression – a mixture of jealousy and 

alarm. This was the first time that he had seen Greh in full imperial dress and at his full 

height, so it wasn’t surprising that he looked alarmed, and Greh understood the jealousy, 

which was mutual. 

‘Welcome to Trer, Mr Fisher,’ he said. ‘I trust you had a good flight.’ 

‘Yes, thank you,’ replied Greg stiffly. ‘You haven’t been looking after Soph very well,’ he 

added immediately. 

‘I’m very concerned about Soph.’ Greh sat down on a chair on Sophie’s other side from 

Greg, and put an arm about her shoulders. She turned a smiling face at him – but it was a wan 

face – and put her right hand in his. Gray felt rather than saw Greg grind his teeth. 

‘Greg’s worried about me,’ she said. 

‘So am I, darling. I could take you to Thorion for the Priestess to examine you, but I’m not 

sure she knows how human bodies work.’ 

‘No Imperial scientist is going to examine my Soph,’ said Greg firmly. ‘She’s not a 

scientific specimen.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Gray. ‘I can only think of one solution, but I don’t like it very much and I 

don’t expect you or Sophie to like it. However, I’ll suggest it and leave you to think about it.’ 

‘Go on,’ said Greg (still between clenched teeth). Sophie raised her eyebrows at Gray in 

query; he kissed them tenderly, and then went on. 

‘Trer is making Sophie ill,’ he said. ‘Her physiology is so tied to Earth’s systems that she 

becomes ill when she leaves the planet. She’ll have to go back to Earth – it’s the only place 

she can live.’ 

Sophie uttered a cry of protest. He pulled her into his arms and held her very tightly as he 

went on. ‘Sophie and I love each other and have done since Sophie was a baby. We can’t live 

without each other, and you’ve probably already guessed, Greg, that we got married when 

Sophie was sixteen. So we’re not about to leave each other. 

‘But you’re also in love with Sophie and she’s very fond of you. So what I was going to 

suggest is that you go back to Leicester as a married couple – go to Thurcaston, Sophie’s 

always wanted to live there – and I’ll come to see Sophie every day, as before. I know you’ll 

hate sharing Sophie, Greg, and I’ll hate not having her here, but I can’t think of any other 

solution. Don’t either of you say anything about it now. Just think about it and we’ll discuss it 

over the next few days.’ 

‘I think it’s the only solution,’ said Nira. ‘It’s what I would advise.’ 

‘I don’t want to leave you, darling,’ whispered Sophie. 

‘I’m not sharing my wife with an alien,’ snapped Greg. 

‘I said “think about it”,’ said Gray. ‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow.’ He released Sophie and 

got up. ‘I’ll see you later, darling. Do show Greg round and make him feel at home.’ He bent 
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and kissed her again, and walked out of the room quickly – before he gave way to his urge to 

punch Greg Fisher in the face for even wanting to kiss Sophie. 

 

But later, discussing the day’s business with Leel, he knew he couldn’t bear to let Sophie go. 

Leel, observing that he was somewhat distracted, put down her files on the ‘deprived areas 

investment programme’ (DAIP) and said, ‘Really, Gray, you’ve got to stop letting your heart 

rule your head. Rose used to tease you about it, but you’re getting worse all the time. 

Memnon and I are having to re-do practically everything you do these days.’ 

Gray blushed indigo. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Memnon’s been nagging me about it.’ 

‘If you can’t get yourself sorted out, you should take a few days off and relax. Go off to 

Thorion or one of your other dream-planets, or something.’ 

Gray had to grin. ‘Thorion’s not a dream-planet!’ 

‘Well, you know what I mean. You need to pull yourself together, Gray. Honestly, your 

young ladies would be ashamed of you.’ 

Gray regarded her solemnly. ‘Yes, they would – well, Elma and Anne would.’ 

‘Elma’s a very sensible young woman. She does remind me a lot of Rose when she was 

her age. I’d like to have her as my assistant, as soon as she’s settled in.’ 

Gray nodded. ‘I think Elma would be good at that.’ 

‘The other young woman – the pink and gold one – is rather sweet, but not so clear-

headed. What’s this I hear about her and one of your young men?’ 

Gray had to laugh. ‘Leel! Are you spying on me?’ 

‘Yes! Someone has to. Memnon and I keep you under constant surveillance.’ She regarded 

him in mock-severity. 

‘OK, yes, all right. I thought that the girls were getting bored stuck in the palace and I took 

them out to meet some of my other operatives – at the other end of the spectrum, so to speak.’ 

‘Is that wise? – Isn’t it the point that you keep your crime and your government on 

opposite sides of the page?’ 

‘Yes – normally I do. This time – I thought it was time they saw that there’s more to 

government than pushing information into a computer.’ 

‘So are you trying to offload your young woman on one of your catamites?’ 

Gray scowled at her. ‘Leel, I’m not getting into that argument again.’ 

‘All right.’ She took on a prim tone of voice: ‘One of your undercover spies.’ 

‘No, I’m trying to join up some loose ends.’ 

‘And what do you hope to achieve?’ 

‘To help Anne settle in, pull Raghund up – he’s been getting into a rut – and probably 

promote both of them to operations off-planet.’ 

‘I see. This leaves your niece. Who is nothing but trouble.’ 

‘Leel!’ 

‘She’s been your weak point for years, Gray. I remember when Rose and I were trying to 

ruin your reputation by exploiting your relationships with her. We nearly succeeded, too.’ 

‘You did not! Andy and I flattened that story.’ 

‘Not so well as you think. There are people who still remember that story.’ 

‘Only when you remind them.’ 

‘Gray! She’s got a happy relationship with that young security officer who’s just come all 

the way from Earth to join her. She doesn’t have half your brains or initiative. I’m sure all 

your friends agree with me – let her go. Get rid of her. Let her go back to Earth and get 

married and have children and do whatever ordinary people on Earth do. She isn’t settling 

here, she isn’t happy, and she’s a chain round your neck.’ 
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Gray sighed heavily, and Leel saw his golden hair go limp. She knew that her shot had 

gone home. ‘Just tell me one person apart from the pair of you who thinks that the 

relationship is going anywhere good for you,’ she insisted. 

Gray shook his head. He couldn’t think of anyone who did, apart from the Priestess on 

Thorion. Most particularly, Wiroan and Julie Smythe had told him not to get involved with 

Sophie, and he was wearing himself out keeping them off. He had to keep time slightly out of 

kilter across the galactic arm to stop them getting through, and so far he had managed to do it, 

but he was going slowly crazy. 

‘You’ve got to send her back to Earth,’ urged Leel. 

Gray tossed back his hair. ‘I’ll talk to Faroan.’ 

‘Well, that at least’s an improvement. Now can we talk about these DAIPs? I’m very 

much afraid that they’ll bankrupt the Federation.’ 

‘Yes, and Faroan thinks so too. So does the Priestess.’ 

Leel leaned across and put her hand on his. ‘Gray, why don’t you bring those two to Trer? 

We can discuss the whole thing together, as the leaders of the known galaxy. And you can 

talk about your girlfriends afterwards.’ 

 

Before he went to Thorion, however, Gray went over to Vairstown to see Rehn and their 

daughter. Since he had been based on Trer he had tried to get over to see Rehn every day, 

although it was usually a working trip – they were still lovers in theory, but in practice 

whenever he turned up she immediately gave him something to do. This time she got him to 

hold a ladder steady while she climbed up to fix up decorations in the Temple for the 

forthcoming autumn festival, and then got him to help her and her assistants cut up coloured 

paper to make table decorations. Eventually he got the chance to talk to her privately. 

‘Errehn’s back.’ 

‘That’s a relief. Is he OK?’ 

‘Yes, he’s fine. He still wants a child, and I’m running out of excuses.’ 

‘How about: “I’m too busy running an empire”?’ 

‘For some reason that doesn’t cut any ice with him.’ 

‘Are you asking me to get my brother out of your hair? You picked him up, you sort him 

out.’ 

‘No, I’m asking for ideas.’ 

‘I suggested that you send him to Teren to look after that lady archaeologist of yours.’ 

‘I don’t think Aimee’s interested in him.’ 

‘Well, if you can’t think of anything else, you could always have the child and leave him 

to look after her.’ 

‘You mean, like I did you? Your mother didn’t give me any choice on that!’ 

She gave him a wry, fond smile. ‘No, she didn’t, and you have been round much more 

since Mother retired. OK, but I do think that having a child to look after would calm Errehn 

down a lot. He just needs someone to be dependent on him.’ 

‘All right. I’ll think about it.’ 

 

Gray then went on to Thorion to find Faroan, and found him in the Priestess’s council hall, 

arguing about the very problem he had come about – how to improve the lot of the various 

citizens of the Empire and Federation without ruining the environment. The Priestess was just 

saying: ‘I’m glad to hear that we agree on this, for a change,’ when Greh materialised and 

said, ‘Greetings, both; I need your advice.’ 

‘Greh!’ The Priestess was at his side in a moment, hugging him warmly. ‘What is it? 

You’re all ragged – oh, it’s Sophie. Dear Sophie – how is she?’ 

‘Ill, and getting worse. She hasn’t adapted to Trer at all.’ 
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‘Oh, poor love! I must see her. Greh, you can take me over, can’t you?  I really should 

have been to Trer before, but you know how much there is to do here.’ 

Yes, thought Greh, and I know that Rehn isn’t anxious for you to invade her patch. Still, 

it’s high time that you did. 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I agree,’ and Greh realised that he hadn’t shielded his thoughts from her, 

and blushed blue. 

‘Leel wants to talk to you both about DAIPs. Can you both come?’ He reached out his 

arms to them both: Faroan took his right hand and the Priestess took his left, and he stepped 

back into the void and swung them across space and time to Trer. 

The Priestess, who hadn’t expected him to move so fast, arrived coughing and gasping: 

‘Greh! That certainly upset the balance of my energies. Wait a moment.’ She bent over and 

took several deep breaths, then straightened up, saying, ‘This is a seriously unbalanced 

planet. No wonder Sophie is ill. I can’t think how anyone can live here.’ 

‘It’s very cold,’ Greh agreed. 

‘Cold! It’s hostile. So many dreadful things have happened here – no wonder the old 

priestess was so unhappy. I’ll go and see Priestess Rehn in the morning’ – looking round, she 

had already noticed that it was night – ‘but we must see the President first and set her mind at 

rest. And then I’ll see Sophie – is she asleep?’ She looked acutely at Greh, as if reading 

Sophie’s aura through his, and said: ‘Yes, I see she is. Right, let’s go and see the President 

first.’ 

Greh and Faroan exchanged amused glances, and she tossed her head at them. ‘I can feel 

this planet’s need, and both of you could do the same if you tried – come on, Greh, lead the 

way.’ 

Taking her hand in one of his and Faroan’s in the other, Greh led the way to the ‘green 

room’ in search of Leel. 

 

Sophie was asleep. She was feeling more unwell than ever, and her dreams were troubled. 

She had been so happy to see Greg, but she didn’t want to go back to Earth as his wife – she 

wanted to be her uncle’s girl, she wanted to be free, she wanted to be herself and not have to 

fit in with other people. She didn’t even want to have to fit in with her uncle, who had been 

dangerously close to bossing her again, and she wouldn’t stand for being bossed. She was 

beginning to realise that what she loved in Gray was his freedom, his lawlessness, the fact 

that he was separate from all powers and authority – he was his own authority. But he 

shouldn’t boss her – she was his darling, but she was his equal, not his subject. But if she 

went back to Earth with Greg, she would be Greg’s partner and would have to fit in with him. 

She didn’t want to have to fit in. She didn’t want to have to wait around for Gray to visit her, 

she didn’t want him to boss her about, she wanted to be in charge herself. She wanted her 

own life with him, not just to be part of someone else’s life. She didn’t know what she was 

going to do, and she felt so ill … 

She felt a cool hand on her forehead, and peace flowed through her. She felt sweetness 

pervade her whole body, as if spring air had been poured into her chill, winter soul. She 

opened her eyes and found that she was looking into a pair of dark eyes in a lovely face, 

framed with thick black hair. A beautiful woman was bending over her, a woman in a long 

sky-blue dress, who looked like an angel. Then Gray’s memories clicked into her own and 

she said in a voice croaky with sleep: ‘You’re the Priestess.’ 

‘Hello, Sophie,’ said the beautiful vision before her. ‘I’ve wanted to meet you for a long 

time. You poor thing! This is a terrible planet to have to live on.’ 

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it? I’ve felt so ill since I’ve been here.’ 

‘I’d feel ill if I had to live here.’ 
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‘I only came because of my uncle, and now he says I’ll have to leave because I’m so ill. 

But I don’t want to leave him.’ Sophie found that her eyes were filling with tears – her whole 

body revolted against the thought of leaving her lover … 

‘Dear child! Of course you don’t want to leave him. He’s your soul-mate. I always knew 

you were made for each other.’ 

‘Did you?’ Sophie smiled through her tears. ‘Everyone else says we shouldn’t be 

together.’ 

‘Everyone else can’t see the currents of reality as I and your uncle do. Now, sweet child’ – 

the Priestess sat down beside her on the bed and laid her hands on Sophie’s hands – ‘I’ll tell 

you what we’re going to do, and everything will be fine.’ 

 

The following morning in the breakfast room, Anne and Elma were surprised to see Lord 

Aoan, who was usually up and out of the building long before they were awake. She gave 

them a big, seductive smile and said, ‘I hear that you two are moving on.’ 

‘Are we?’ asked Anne, trembling all over – with fright or desire, she wasn’t sure which. 

‘Aren’t you going out to see that young man of yours today?’ 

Anne blushed. ‘Yes, I’m meeting him in town. How did you know?’ 

Aoan laughed. ‘I’m head of security; I’m supposed to know! If you and he want further 

amusement, you know where to find me.’ She laughed at Anne’s blushes and turned to Elma. 

‘And after breakfast, someone wants to see you in your lounge.’ She meant the room which 

the three girls shared for relaxation. ‘The President’s been singing your praises too loudly.’ 

‘What about?’ asked Elma, who also found that she was going hot and cold under Aoan’s 

seductive gaze. 

‘Only good things -- don’t worry.’ Aoan gave her another sweet, delicious smile and 

turned away to pour herself another hot drink. 

The two girls grabbed some food and sat in a corner to eat it. Apart from Aoan, there were 

two Marys in the room, but they weren’t confident in Marys’ ability to stand against the 

beautiful general if she wanted to try anything. Aoan, however, drank her drink and departed, 

her mantle and hips swinging, and the girls watched her go with a mixture of relief and 

disappointment. 

‘Are you going to see Rag this morning?’ asked Elma. 

‘Yes, Memnon said I could have the morning off. We thought we’d walk down to the 

park.’ 

‘You’re really keen on him, aren’t you? What does Lord Gray say?’ 

‘He’s really happy. He says that we both needed new friends and he wants us to get on 

well.’ 

‘How well is “well?’ 

Anne blushed. ‘I’m sure he knows, because he can read our minds.’ 

Elma shrugged. ‘OK – well, enjoy yourselves. I guess the President has found someone to 

give me some work to do for her.’ 

But when Anne had hurried off into town to meet Raghund, and Elma walked into the 

lounge all alone and feeling a little isolated and overlooked, she found that there was no 

Gustu or Mary official waiting for her. Instead, seated on the floor near the window was a 

tall, black-haired figure dressed in dark blue tunic and cloak. It might have been Gray in 

terms of size and dress, but the hair was wrong. And the moment she walked in through the 

door – which snapped to behind her and locked, without her touching it – she realised that she 

was in the presence of a creature of power.  

It simply exuded power, energy, force – the strength of it filled the room. And with the 

power was passion, such passionate emotion that it all but knocked her flat. It was like Lord 
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Aoan, but so much more so that she was paralysed for a moment, then it looked up and its 

eyes met hers and she felt as if she were falling into twin black pools of annihilation in desire.  

She realised that this was the Emperor Faroan, and she then realised why Gray was so 

crazy about him and why Gray could never really marry anyone because s/he was united 

forever to this devastating creature, this embodiment of being. She realised that President 

Leel had been praising her to Faroan and that Faroan had come to see her for himself. He was 

waiting for her, his whole self ready to absorb her. She walked across the floor and into his 

arms; and felt him melt himself into her, like fire into a sea of ice. 

She screamed, or perhaps it wasn’t her but some other existence far away. She was 

spinning in space, she was spread out through the stars, she didn’t exist anymore except as an 

idea that someone had had once, somewhere. She was absorbed in Faroan, spread out through 

him, one with him yet not the same person but completely within him forever and ever and 

she was in agony but it was so wonderful that she never wanted it to stop …. 

She was lying somewhere warm, on her back. Faroan held her in his arms. She looked into 

his eyes. 

‘Greh didn’t underestimate you,’ he said softly, and kissed her mouth. 

‘What happened?’ she asked, not expecting any sort of sensible reply. 

‘That was union,’ he said. ‘You are certainly a dragon. Greh said that you are, but I 

wanted to see for myself.’ 

‘Greh and I have never done anything like that!’ 

‘Greh does some strange physical things, but spiritually she’s rather unadventurous in 

sex.’ 

Elma noted Greh’s change of gender, but didn’t comment. It seemed quite reasonable that 

Greh should be female with Faroan. 

‘Does that mean I can step through space like Greh does?’ she asked, noting in a detached 

way that she’d picked up the Imperial pronunciation. 

‘If you like. But for the moment I suggest we concentrate on enjoying ourselves,’ and 

Faroan’s hair wrapped around her, and Elma felt herself being drawn into his electro-

magnetic field again, as if she were melting into him. 

 

‘I have been discussing the DAIPs with representatives from the Empire,’ Leel announced. 

‘We have reached some agreements which will enable us to take the process forward without 

costing the Federation the extortionate sums which members of this house were mentioning 

yesterday.’ 

She looked severely around the Assembly hall. The Mary who was leader of the house 

stood up. ‘That’s excellent news, Madam President,’ she said. ‘May we know when we will 

receive full details of these agreements?’ 

‘As soon as my aides have completed the calculations, so by tomorrow afternoon,’ said 

Leel. There was a murmur of approval from the Assembly members. 

‘Madam President,’ said one member, half way up the tiers of the chamber, ‘may we know 

with whom you have been discussing these issues? Not the drug runners of Herluin, I trust?’ 

Some laughter followed, but Leel hushed it with a gesture. ‘Certainly not,’ she said. ‘I’ve 

been discussing it with the Emperor Faroan and the Priestess of Thorion.’ 

A gasp went round the chamber, followed by an excited jabbering of voices. The Leader 

of the House stood up and motioned for silence. ‘Madam President,’ she said, ‘are we to 

understand that these two persons are currently on Trer?’ 

Leel nodded. ‘They are.’ 

‘I believe I am speaking for the whole House when I say that we would be very honoured 

– I mean, delighted – if they would come to speak to the House.’ 
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‘I’m sure that can be arranged,’ said Leel, and nodded to the back of the stage, where Gray 

was sitting cross-legged on the floor, next to Memnon, who was busily taking notes on a 

hand-held paw-sized computer memo pad. Gray nodded, jumped to his feet and hurried out. 

‘What is the next item on the agenda?’ Leel asked the Leader of the House. 

‘Adverse weather conditions due to excessive solar activity in sector eight point three 

one,’ she replied. ‘The scientific report suggests that a means of moderating such activity 

may be possible, if the house will approve the additional expenditure on development costs. 

The member from Inders Planet has a report.’ She sat down, and the member rose and began 

to read aloud. 

The reading completed, the member was again seated and Leel chaired the ensuing 

discussion. The members had practically agreed that the Scientific Initiative Centre (in short, 

Ray) should conduct some further laboratory tests at moderate cost, when the door at the back 

of the stage opened and Aoan walked in, dressed in her purple dress with a sky blue cloak. 

She gave Leel a broad grin and sat down at the back, beside Memnon. Leel wished that the 

Rhuaan general wouldn’t flaunt her sexuality so much, but she realised that the populace 

liked it. In any case, the fact that Aoan had appeared but had taken a back seat presumably 

meant that Gray was coming back with more eminent people – to wit, the Priestess and Lord 

Faroan. 

Frankly, she found both of the Rhuaan leaders terrifying, but as President she had got used 

to flattening her own fear and getting on with the job. She turned back to the Assembly and 

drew the discussion to a close. She could hear Gray’s voice somewhere – he was thinking 

straight into her head, which was rather useful on occasions such as these. ‘Leel, I’ve got 

Faroan and Elma – the Priestess is coming on shortly.’ She nodded to herself, and said aloud: 

‘The honourable members will be pleased to hear that the Emperor and Priestess of Thorion 

will address them now – the Emperor first, then the Priestess.’ She turned and nodded to the 

guards on the door; the door opened, and Faroan strode in, with Elma in hand. Elma was 

wearing a long purple dress and looked rather stunned, but she managed a smile at Leel 

before sitting down next to Memnon, on her other side from Aoan. Gray followed them in, 

and stood behind Faroan. Faroan walked to the middle of the stage: Leel rose and held out her 

right hand to him, and Faroan shook it. Then Leel turned to the members, and saw that all of 

them had risen from their seats and were staring goggle-eyed at the Emperor. 

The Emperor! He looked magnificent. He exuded power. His long black hair floated about 

his head as if it were in a high wind. He looked out at the assembly members, and a great 

silence fell on the hall. Leel found that she was holding her breath; then everyone sat down, 

and Leel felt herself relax, and sat down on her chair. It was as if a crisis had past, and the 

assembly had welcomed the Emperor. 

‘People of the Federation,’ said Faroan, speaking the Federation language with a rather 

pleasing Rhuaan accent, ‘thank you for your welcome. I have come to your centre of 

government on the invitation of your President, to discuss environmental matters. Since the 

disturbances which divided our planets so many centuries ago’ (there was a murmur of 

amusement at his understatement) ‘many of our planets have suffered death, destruction and 

devastation. On many life has become extinct, and on others only now are steps being taken 

to restore life. On the planet of Bessideh in the Empire the Priestess and myself have worked 

to restore the environmental balance. We know that you have similar problems here in the 

Federation and we freely offer you our knowledge and experience, such as it is, to help 

rebuild your ecologies. In return we ask for your co-operation in our own rebuilding. Our 

experience has been that the process of rebuilding will generate a great deal of constructive 

employment, which will do much to develop the economy and industrial base of your 

Federation – but without further damaging your ecology.’ 

There was a general murmur of approval. 
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‘You will be aware,’ Faroan went on, ‘that we of the Empire already have close ties with 

the administration of the Federation through your vice-president Graham Bradley, and his 

associates Aoan Sommerer and Memnon of Herluin. I can now report that your President and 

I have agreed to appoint a young official who will be primarily responsible for liaison 

between our two governments in this co-operation in environmental rebuilding. Her name is 

Elma Strickland and she is from Earth, in sector three.’ He turned and nodded at Elma, who 

rose, smiled at the assembled members, gave a little bow and sat down again. Faroan 

continued: ‘I and the Priestess of Thorion have also agreed that she will send medical experts 

from Thorion who will be able to advise specifically on the medical conditions which have 

arisen from the Great War, and in rebuilding the ecology of Trer in particular. The Priestess 

will speak to you about this in more detail.’ He paused, looked around at everyone in the hall 

and said, ‘my greetings to you,’ and stepped back to indicate that he had finished speaking. 

There was tumultuous applause. Members jumped up from their seats and started to ask 

questions, but Leel urged them to sit down again. ‘The Priestess is about to speak.’ 

The door at the back of the stage opened again, the guards leapt to attention, and a 

beautiful, black-haired woman dressed in a long sky-blue dress walked into the hall. The 

members all rose to their feet and stared at her. They felt the hall fill with the sweetest of 

scents, the loveliest of music. While the Emperor exuded power and passion, this figure 

exuded joy and sweet affection. She walked to the front of the stage, looked up at them all 

with the loveliest, merriest, gladdest smile on her face that many of them had ever seen – a 

smile of pure joy, which made them all smile in return, without being able to help 

themselves. She stretched out her arms wide to them, as if to hold them all in embrace, and 

she said: ‘Children! I am so glad to visit you at last.’ 

Every non-Imperial in the hall found themselves weeping for pure joy, even the Marys, 

who knew what she was doing and tried to resist it. Greh and Faroan exchanged wry glances: 

‘She does it so well,’ said Faroan’s mind to Greh, and Greh replied: ‘Don’t knock it – it’s 

working. It’s only what I do myself.’ Elma found that she wanted to cry, then she wanted to 

laugh, then she realised that the Priestess was mind-twisting everyone in the hall, just as 

Aoan and Gray had mind-twisted herself and Anne. But what power the woman has! A whole 

hall of them, held transfixed! However does she do it? 

She became aware that someone else had entered the hall behind the Priestess – Sophie, 

also wearing a sky blue robe and smiling happily. Elma looked up at her, eyebrows raised, 

and Sophie gave her a big, triumphant grin. Good, thought Elma – at least Soph’s feeling 

better. I wonder what’s up? She had an idea that if she pushed out with her mind she might be 

able to read Soph’s thoughts, but it seemed rude to do so, so she turned her attention to the 

Priestess. 

The Priestess was talking to the members as if they were all her personal friends. ‘I know 

that you’ve had some very difficult times here, almost as difficult as we have had in the 

Empire. But now at last I know how to repair your planets’ ecologies and how to make you 

all well. I shall be on Trer for a few days, visiting your people and listening to your needs. 

And I’ll talk to the Imperial priestess you have here and pass on the new knowledge so that 

she can start working to help you. But more than that, I shall send my trained specialists to all 

your planets, to start the work of healing and rebuilding. Together, children, we’ll build a 

better galaxy for us all.’ 

‘Here I am, calling you children, because that’s how I’ve always thought of you – my own 

dear children whom I longed to see. When Greh told me that you’d set up an assembly to 

discuss government I thought “surely not, the children don’t know how to do that”. But I 

forgot! Children grow up, they learn to support themselves and they leave home to start their 

own lives. My children, I see that this what you have done! You don’t need me as your 

mother anymore! But then I see that even adults need their parents to love and support them 
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in all they do. My dear children, think of me as your proud mother, watching your great 

achievements as adults and taking pride in them, and always ready to help you, whenever you 

need me.’ 

She paused, smiling on all of them, and every one hung on her words. ‘And I have news 

for you, my dear children. Your cousins in the Empire send their greetings and ask you to 

come and visit them on those fine new ships which Memnon’s mother and her colleagues 

have been building on Herluin, and which you build in the shipyards on Teren. They are also 

setting up assemblies to discuss government, and I am sending out my trained specialists to 

every planet, to guide and support them. Sometimes it’s quite difficult to find someone to 

send, because it’s always best to have a local person, so I am training local people to do the 

work. So I’m absolutely delighted to tell you that the priestess for Earth is here now – you 

may know her as Graham Bradley’s niece. Here she is’ – she gestured behind her – ‘Sophie 

Walker.’ 

Then Sophie walked to the front of the stage, and everyone applauded her – for no 

apparent reason, but simply because the Priestess seemed to expect it. Sophie smiled her 

lovely smile, and bowed to everyone, and said ‘Thank you,’ and went back to stand at the 

back of the stage. Why doesn’t she sit down? thought Elma, then realised: ‘she can’t, she has 

to be above everyone of lesser standing, if she’s going to be a priestess. Well! Who’d have 

thought it! How she’ll love bossing everyone about!’ 

The Priestess was saying, ‘Now, my children, thank you again. Remember, I love you and 

I’ll always be ready to help you,’ and she blew a kiss to them and left the hall, taking Sophie 

with her. As the door slid shut behind her, the assembled members in the hall gave a mutual 

sigh of peaceful happiness, and then shook themselves and looked at each other in 

puzzlement, asking ‘What happened?’ 

Leel immediately stepped into the breach, rising from her chair to address the assembly, 

calling them to order, telling them that the Priestess and the Emperor would be on Trer for the 

next few days, and would be available for discussions with ‘genuine interested parties,’ and 

then adding, ‘but now I thank the Emperor for his visit and we must move on to other 

business.’ 

‘One question, Madam President,’ said a voice from the lower tiers of the hall. Leel 

looked at the speaker impatiently.  

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘but it must be quick; we have a lot of business to get through 

today.’ 

‘Will you be visiting the Imperial capital on Thorion?’ asked the member. 

Leel hesitated. This thought had not occurred to her, but it would be a good opportunity to 

cement the alliance and reinforce the concept that she was the Emperor’s equal, not his 

inferior. 

‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘at such time as I am invited.’ 

‘Whenever you wish,’ said Faroan, who was standing just behind her. 

‘We’ll make arrangements for a visit in the immediate future,’ said Leel briskly. 

‘We members will also hope for an invitation,’ said the questioner. 

‘Your hope is noted,’ said Leel. ‘Now, to business. Leader of the House?’ – turning to the 

Mary in the front row. 

The Leader of the House rose to her hind legs, and bowed to the Emperor, saying, ‘Thank 

you, Lord Emperor.’ Faroan returned her bow, then shook Leel’s hand, and left the stage with 

Greh. Elma jumped to her feet and went out with them, and Assembly business continued. 

In the corridor, a safe distance from the hall, Greh said, ‘I think that went pretty well. They 

seem to be happy.’ 

‘What’s this about Sophie?’ demanded Elma. 
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Greh sighed. ‘I don’t know – the Priestess didn’t discuss it with me. Soph looks happy, 

though, so I think it solves her problem. I don’t know what her parents will say, but at the 

moment I don’t really care. I’ll miss having Soph here, but I can travel to Earth to see her.’ 

‘You go to see Mick anyway,’ Elma reminded him. 

‘Not every day.’ 

‘If Earth is getting a priestess, is it getting a planetary assembly too?’ 

‘Yes, it should have one. It needs a new president first – the old one should have retired 

years ago.’ 

‘So perhaps you’ll be going there more often.’ 

‘Elma – are you trying to get rid of me?’ 

‘No, darling, but I’m trying out this mind-reading that Faroan has taught me. It’s really 

great! Do you know, I can see the colours of your thoughts? And when you’re about to say 

something, I hear it in my mind before you open your mouth?’ 

Greh turned to look her full in the face, and then said, ‘Faroan, have you stolen another of 

my lovers? Is nothing safe with you?’ 

‘No, darling. Leel told me how wonderful Elma is, and how she reminds her so much of 

Rose, and then I knew I had to talk to her myself.’ 

‘Faroan!’ 

‘You said you thought she’s dragon-blooded. Well, she is.’ 

They had reached Greh’s room by this time, and Greh led them in, let the door slid shut 

behind them and locked it with a thought. ‘Elma,’ he said, ‘what has this practised seducer 

done to you?’ He put his arms about her waist and looked her in the eye. She smiled up at 

him, face glowing with happiness. ‘He’s opened up your mind! Faroan, how did you do it?’ 

Faroan sat down on a floor cushion and tossed back his hair in a careless gesture which 

turned Elma’s groin over with desire. ‘I just went into her mind and drew it out.’ 

‘Elma, darling! Did it hurt?’ 

‘Yes, but I can see so clearly now.’ 

He kissed her – there didn’t seem to be anything else to do. She returned the kiss. Faroan 

said: ‘When you two have finished exclaiming over nothing, we have unfinished business.’ 

They looked down at him. He was sitting on the floor, knees up and legs apart, his black 

hair floating about his head. His black eyes glittered with desire. They both felt the same 

powerful tug on their bodies, the hot pull of Faroan’s passion. They looked at each other. 

‘I don’t think I can do anything about it,’ said Elma. 

‘He has that effect on me, too,’ said Greh. 

They both sat down, one each side of Faroan, and fell into his embrace. 

 

When Greh at last got back to look for Sophie, he found her at Rehn’s house, sitting in the 

Temple room where the Flame burned on its plinth. She was just sitting quietly, muttering 

something to herself, but looked up at once when he came in and gave him a big, triumphant 

smile. 

‘Look at my dress! Do you like it?’ 

‘Yes, darling.’ He sat down beside her. ‘Sky blue heru – did the Priestess bring it with 

her?’ 

‘I think she sent Faroan back for it. It’s a perfect fit.’ She smiled at him beatifically. ‘I 

won’t be going anywhere with Greg now. He’ll be coming with me.’ 

‘Yes. No one tells a priestess what to do – not even the Emperor.’ 

She flung her arms about his neck. ‘Darling! And I feel so much better. The Priestess says 

that my illness is linked to the planet, because the planet is out of balance. So I’m sensitive to 

the balance of forces, and that’s why I was OK on Gustu because Gustu is balanced, and 

Earth is balanced, but Trer isn’t.’ 
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‘No.’ 

‘And she says you’re my soul mate. Darling, she’s the only person who’s ever believed in 

us, except you and me.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’m so happy! I’ll be in charge of the Temple on Earth, and the Priestess says it should be 

in Leicester, at the old site near the Newarks, and she’ll send funds to get it rebuilt, and she’ll 

show me how to set up the Flame, but she’s already got me to practise and it’s really easy, 

it’s just about focussing energies. I’ve been counting the waves of the Flame – she’s showing 

me how to do that, and then I can tell whether they’re disturbed, and I have to work out 

what’s disturbing them, but it’s just a matter of balancing the level of disturbance, and seeing 

the colours – darling, are you listening?’ 

‘Yes, darling. It’s just that this is priestess’s work, and it’s a bit beyond me.’ 

She laughed merrily. ‘It’s not difficult, darling.’ 

‘Not for you, darling. I’m going to miss having you here.’ 

She looked into his stricken face and said solemnly, ‘You suggested that I should go back 

to Earth.’ 

‘Yes, but that was a last resort, because you were so ill – I couldn’t think of any 

alternative. I don’t want you to go, darling.’ 

‘Oh, darling! I won’t be leaving you. I’ll be here – in my head’ – she put her hands over 

her ears, as if to capture the moment in her mind. ‘You’ll be able to call to me across the 

void, and I can call to you, like I do now. And I’ll be doing really important work.’ 

‘Yes, I know you will.’ 

‘Aren’t you proud?’ 

‘Yes, darling. But I will miss you a lot.’ 

‘Oh, darling! The Priestess says that you’ll be father to my children. There isn’t anyone 

else who should do it. Greg will just be amusement.’ She grinned. ‘He is very amusing. I do 

like him a lot. But he won’t be able to tell me what to do.’ 

‘He may not want to stay, when you’re priestess.’ 

‘He’ll have to,’ she said fiercely, and Greh saw in her face the ruthlessness of every 

priestess who ever guarded a flame. He felt a moment’s pity for Greg, who had come so far to 

find his love and would discover that she had changed from a sweet maiden into a strong-

minded woman. Still, perhaps he liked a challenge. 

‘So when do you want to start this family?’ he asked, with assumed innocence, and she 

sparked back: ‘As soon as possible.’ 

‘Like now?’ 

‘The Priestess says that the Flame is the best place to do it.’ 

He took her into his arms and got on with the job. 

 

‘I think that you should start your own family,’ said Rehn later, when Greh and Sophie had 

reluctantly given up their family-making so that the Priestess could take Sophie away to 

lecture her on reading auras. ‘After all, my brother wants one, as he keeps telling me and 

you.’ 

‘Are you suggesting that I go and lay your brother?’ 

‘I think you’ll find that that’s exactly what he has in mind.’ 

‘I haven’t seen him today,’ said Greh offhandedly. 

‘That’s because he hasn’t been in Trer. He went for a trip to Teren.’ 

‘Oh? Why?’ 

‘To see a lady archaeologist and pick some berries.’ 

‘For her?’ 
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‘No, for you, you insensitive numbskull! Now go and find him and tell you adore him. It’s 

time you stopped running around and made someone happy.’ Rehn gave Greh a gentle push. 

‘Commitment time!’ 

 

Errehn was sitting waiting in Greh’s room. Memnon had ordered another romantic evening 

meal for them. He had mashed up the berries of the singing tree which he had brought back 

from the Temple on Teren, and had mixed them with warm water and honey to make a 

soothing drink. Now he was sitting waiting, hoping that Greh would come. 

And he came – a few minutes after Memnon had predicted, but he came. He looked drawn 

and tired, and his golden hair sagged. Errehn jumped to his feet and hugged him, saying, 

‘Come and relax, darling,’ urged him to sit on the pile of floor cushions he’d arranged for 

him, and handed him a tall glass of the drink, taking another in his own hand. 

‘To us, darling,’ he said, holding his glass out towards Greh. Greh smiled fondly at him, 

and drank. The warm fluid ran down into his stomach, seeming to permeate his whole body. 

The world seemed to become a warm, bright fuzziness, with Errehn in the middle of it. He 

smiled more broadly, and drained the glass; Errehn refilled it. 

‘Keep drinking, darling,’ he said. ‘Tonight there’s just the two of us.’ 

Greh thought: Sophie’s with the Priestess, Faroan has taken Elma, and Anne is with Rag. 

Errehn’s right – there’s just the two of us. 

‘Just the two of us, darling,’ he echoed, and drained the second glassful. 

Two handfuls of singing tree berries, thought Errehn. He had calculated, with Aimee and 

Mike’s help, that this should be sufficient to stimulate ovulation in a Rhuaan and so get that 

child on Greh that he had longed for, for so long. Once the dormant ovaries were pushed into 

action, the womb would grow around the fertilised egg and the rest would follow. ‘Keep 

drinking, darling,’ he said, and poured his lover another glassful. 

Several hours later, after a meal, frenzied love making and fitful sleep, Greh woke up with 

terrible cramps in his groin. The process of child making had begun. 

He opened his eyes. A woman was standing there – a woman with brown hair and a red 

dress: Julie Smythe. 

‘Ow,’ he said. ‘I thought I locked you out.’ 

‘Not completely,’ she said. ‘Good try, though. How do you feel?’ 

‘Awful.’ He rolled over on to his stomach, wincing as he did so. ‘Is it always like this?’ 

‘You’ll get used to it.’ 

‘Thanks!’ 

‘You couldn’t keep Sophie,’ she said. ‘Sorry. She’s not for you, and you’re not for her.’ 

‘The Priestess says she’s my soul mate!’ 

‘We might allow that – at a distance.’ 

‘Will you people stop interfering in my life?’ 

‘Strictly speaking, you’re dead. You died on Kimball’s Kiss when Aoan took your body. 

So what you are now is what we’ve made you.’ 

‘Will you just go away and let me be dead, then?!’ 

‘We’ll be keeping an eye on you,’ she said, and gave him a big grin which reminded him 

heart-wrenchingly of Sophie. ‘Take care,’ and she vanished. 

‘Damn you!’ he shouted. ‘Damn you and all of you to hell!’ Oh, God, I wish I was dead – 

the pain, the pain … 

‘Poor Greh,’ said another voice, and he felt a cool hand on his forehead. It was the 

Priestess. She smiled down at him. ‘Errehn said you’d conceived, so I came to check up on 

you. This isn’t really wise, you know.’ 

‘I know. Rehn talked me into it.’ 
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‘She’s very unbalanced – it comes of being on this terrible planet. I’d like to take her to 

Thorion to try to get her energies re-balanced, but I know the planet can’t spare her. So I’ll 

just do what I can while I’m here, and send her some support.’ 

‘I’m sure she’ll be grateful.’ 

‘Greh! Sarcasm does not become you.’ 

He managed to smile through the pain of the cramps. ‘Sorry.’ 

‘I know why you’ve done this – you’re so loving, Greh. You pour yourself out for others 

and try to help them. I only hope you won’t pour yourself out beyond repair.’ She smiled 

down at him. ‘I’ll do what I can to help. How are you feeling now?’ 

He considered. She was pouring coolness into him – the pain in his groin was subsiding. 

‘Better – thanks.’ 

‘Good.’ She sat down on the floor by the pile of cushions that was his bed. ‘Now, you’ll 

need to get out into the sun as much as you can – but the sun here doesn’t produce the right 

wavelengths for you. I don’t know whether it’s wise for you to leap through space when 

you’re pregnant. You may have to go back to travelling by ship.’ 

‘I’ll try to leap – it’s much less bother than a ship.’ 

‘You need to come to Thorion – but the other low-sector planets would be almost as good. 

And of course you must go to Sophie on Earth.’ 

‘Thanks for sorting that out,’ he said ruefully, ‘but I’ll miss her.’ 

‘I know you will. I’m sorry,’ she said, and stroked his forehead again. ‘Don’t worry – 

she’ll always be yours, and she can speak to you through the Flame.’ 

Greh considered that the Priestess had apparently not heard of the modern caller system. 

He decided that he didn’t have the energy just now to explain it to her. 

 

It turned out that he was able to leap across space, if he didn’t do it too often – otherwise he 

made himself ill. So a month later he was able to get to Gustu to see Anja and their children, 

and Lysa and Bill’s child – his first grandchild. How strange, he thought, to be about to 

become a mother, just when he became a grandfather! It was even stranger to find Julie and 

David there, having a holiday on Gustu and staying as guests of Bill’s parents who had come 

to Gustu City to be near Bill while their grandchild was born. It was as if his home in New 

Parks had been transported to his new home on Gustu in some strange sort of dream, a dream 

brought on by the mental confusion of his own pregnancy. Between morning sickness and 

worrying about Lysa he managed to be pleasant to his sister and brother-in-law, and they 

were unusually pleasant back, although Julie did make several references to ‘Soph’s success 

in her new career’, which Greh felt were intended as a dig at his failure to find Sophie a 

successful career on Trer. 

He was on hand when his grandchild was born. He congratulated his daughter and Bill and 

held the new-born in his arms while Anja hung on his right arm crying: ‘Isn’t she lovely, isn’t 

she sweet!’ Lysa cried, ‘Mum, be careful, Dad, don’t drop her!’ and Bill hovered nearby 

ready to take the baby back at the first opportunity. 

Through all this, Greh never mentioned that he himself was carrying a tiny baby within his 

body. Of course Aoan and Anja, Faroan and all his close partners knew about the baby in his 

womb – and Leel had to be told, in case complications arose. ‘It’s an Imperial thing,’ Greh 

explained, apologetically. 

Leel thought it very peculiar, but as she would be the first to admit that she had had to 

reverse almost every belief she had held about ‘Imperials’ during her life, she merely said: 

‘Do take care of yourself, Gray. The Federation needs you – and so do I.’ 

Memnon and her relatives were sceptical about the benefits of Greh carrying a child – they 

were sceptical about in-uterine incubation as a method of producing children, seeing a well-
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cared-for egg as far more practical. However, they merely nodded and carried on with their 

work. It was not their place to argue with the Emron. 

Greh was able to muddle his physical appearance so that the increasing size of his womb 

was not obvious to onlookers, although anyone who touched his groin would feel the womb. 

This complicated his dealings with his various clubs and crime networks, where he controlled 

his managers through sex. Some of them, such as Ragnor and Nick van der Ruhe, could be 

told that he was pregnant because they accepted that Imperials have different physiologies to 

humans. His pirates had no problem with the idea that Hyunnah could become pregnant; they 

were only disappointed that they couldn’t claim parentage of the child. Ray and Carl both felt 

sick at the thought of their lover as pregnant, and tried to cope with it by treating it as a 

scientific observation exercise – Ray kept asking Greh to come down to the Scientific 

Initiative Unit for tests so that he could see how the Imperial body adapted to pregnancy, but 

Greh simply refused to co-operate. Others simply had to be mind-twisted so that they didn’t 

notice, or forgot. 

About three months into his pregnancy, Greh travelled by ship with Leel and their 

assistants (including Memnon, Elma and Anne) to Thorion for the return state visit which 

they had promised the members of the Federal Assembly. It was a large undertaking, with 

four hundred reporters from the journals and telly-visuals of the Federation and the Empire, 

the members of the Federal Assembly on Trer and individual members from sector and 

planetary assemblies, and thousands of spectators from Thorion and from across the galactic 

arm. Leel, somewhat anxious but fully aware of the historic significance of the occasion, had 

spent weeks negotiating by caller with Faroan and the Priestess (who now knew what a caller 

is) to make all the arrangements. She had brought a suite of security officers, and Admiral 

Rogers accompanied the Presidential ship in her battle-cruiser, but the understanding was that 

everyone would travel unarmed. Greh also arranged for a small escort of his pirates to come 

with them – Oroso, Peiriol, Ledern and the rest wanted to visit Thorion. Aoan made sure that 

Anja, the children, and a good number of the leading citizens of Gustu were present. Nick 

van der Ruhe was there from Herluin with his suite, and a group of Marys came to represent 

the Mary workshops, including Memnon and Ipse’s mum and her development team. Ragnor 

and Sarah came from Bessiday with a crowd of Ragnor’s entertainers and hangers-on, and 

Billie came from Cray with a group of technicians and engineers. The leading citizens of 

Halleh, Abbaba and Oh – planets destroyed in the Great War which were now being 

repopulated – also came along. Earth sent a delegation from Paris, but Mick was also there 

with some of his family and friends. Errehn came because he wanted to be with Greh, and 

Rehn came because she wanted to keep an eye on Errehn, but also because the Priestess had 

specifically invited her. Sophie came with Mick, and dragged Greg along with her – he had 

said that he didn’t want to go, but she insisted. 

Leel and Greh (for the Federation) met Faroan and the Priestess (for the Empire) in the 

ancient arena of audience on the hillside above the Sapphire Cape. They had originally 

planned to meet indoors in the great underground meeting chamber, but the crowd was too 

large to be accommodated there, so they braved the spring rain and remained outdoors. They 

exchanged brief speeches of welcome (which hardly anyone among the onlookers could 

hear), and gifts (which everyone could see). Leel presented the Priestess with an old Federal 

visual recording of the bombing of Halleh during the Great War. The Priestess presented Leel 

with a copy of the blueprint for the Gustu race. Gustu medics who examined this after the 

meeting declared that it would enable huge strides to be made in medical care. Some asked 

why it had taken so long for the Priestess to release this record, but Greh said that probably 

she had simply not realised that it would be useful to ‘the children.’ ‘She can be slow on the 

uptake,’ he explained. 
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After the exchange of gifts, there was a banquet. Everyone sat on the grass and ate Rhuaan 

food, and said how tasty it was, although a few people asked for something with meat in it 

and had to be told that Rhuaans do not eat meat. Short speeches were made on both sides 

about healing wounds and going forward into the future in unity. Some music was played and 

some people danced – the Marys danced their traditional celebratory dances, throwing 

flowers and fruit at each other, Sarah and a support group sang some of her popular songs, 

and a rock band from Cray sang about piracy and violence in a way that seemed most 

inappropriate for a peace mission, but all the humans just said: ‘Oh, well, that’s Cray for 

you.’ 

The party broke up well after dark, and everyone had to be found accommodation 

somewhere. Somehow this was done, although it was a quartermaster’s nightmare: the 

population of Thorion had not been so large for centuries. 

The following day, the Priestess gave Leel a formal tour around her labs and library, and 

Leel asked many intelligent questions. The journalists wrote and photographed to their 

hearts’ content. Leel was given special UV filter spectacles and taken to see the Flame, and 

many people who didn’t have the proper protective eye-covering went with her and 

complained of headaches for hours afterwards. Everyone wanted to know how it burned, but 

the Priestess said simply that only God knows. This answer satisfied no one, but stopped the 

questions. 

Those who did not choose to join the tour or who were not invited to join it went off to 

explore. Some found their way down the cliffs to the beach and swam in the sea, while others 

walked in the woods or across the hills. Those who had been lodged with the local Rhuaans 

found that their hosts were very anxious to take them out and about and show them the 

beauties of the planet. Sarah, who had been on Thorion before with Faroan, was anxious to 

see more of the planet than just the Sapphire Cape and the labs. She and Ragnor asked their 

hosts to show them round ‘the town’, and were puzzled and disappointed to find that there 

was no town, just a community scattered over the hillside. ‘But where do you buy things?’ 

Sarah asked, and their host answered: ‘We make them ourselves, or trade for them with our 

neighbours who make them.’ 

‘But what about markets? What about commerce?’ 

‘We don’t do markets and commerce.’ 

‘How do you know where to find people who make what you want?’ 

‘We all meet regularly in the meeting hall, and discuss what we need.’ 

Sarah was shocked: ‘It’s all so backward! No society at all. Don’t you have music, and 

dancing?’ 

‘Oh, yes, at the festivals of the year. We each make our own music, all together. And we 

dance.’ 

‘Don’t you have books? And visuals?’ 

‘Oh, yes, people compose literature and produce art.’ 

Sarah found the whole set-up completely alien. ‘How can you live here? There’s nothing 

to do.’ 

‘There’s plenty to do. I work in a laboratory with my neighbours – we are studying how to 

remove biological pollutants from water.’ 

‘Your neighbours? But this house is by itself in the forest.’ 

‘They live very close by. Just a mile away.’ 

The contrast between the Rhuaans’ hi-tech scientific developments and their low-tech 

lifestyle was almost too much for Sarah to cope with. To recover, she took her support group 

out into the wood and they practised their act for a performance that evening after dinner. 

Meanwhile, Ragnor sat down with his cronies, to discuss politics. About half way through the 

morning, Governor Billie of Cray, herself a native of Thorion, came walking through the 
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wood with three engineers, looking up at the trees and discussing the tensile strength of 

Thorion timber and the possibilities for importing some to Cray for their building projects. 

Ragnor intercepted them and tried to engage them in a trade war against Herluin, but failed. 

The attempt gave him ideas, however. In the afternoon he set out to find the other 

presidents and planetary leaders from the Imperial sectors, and held an impromptu summit 

meeting. He managed to persuade the representatives from Earth to join in, and Tesseran, 

who had accompanied Anja from Gustu, agreed to take part on the understanding that he had 

not been authorised to make any agreements binding on the governor of Gustu. The meeting 

discussed trade and commerce within the Empire and with the Federation, and the problems 

of enforcing taxation and fixing elections to planetary assemblies. The representative from 

Earth had to admit that Earth had not yet got a planetary assembly, and found that he was 

having to defend his government’s policy in the face of very determined and pragmatic 

criticism. 

‘Don’t you realise that an assembly gives your government legitimacy? You can get the 

members to approve anything you do, and your fiercest critic won’t have a leg to stand on.’ 

‘You can claim that everything is approved by the people, because the assembly agreed.’ 

‘Even if no one votes, it’s democracy. The people’s voice in government.’ 

‘You must institute an assembly. I’ll send you details. What’s your inter-stellar caller 

code?’ 

The representative from Earth had to admit that he didn’t know, but he eventually found it 

in his pocket diary. 

All in all, the afternoon’s meetings were a great success in terms of strengthening the unity 

and identity of the Imperial sectors, and it was decided that they needed a regular programme 

of such get-togethers, taking it in turn to host them. Ragnor volunteered to host the first on 

Bessiday, whereupon Nick van der Ruhe said that he would take the next on Herluin. 

Governor Billie of Cray said that Cray would host the one after that: ‘And by that time 

perhaps Earth will have got their act together.’ 

All the presidents, governors and planetary representatives looked hard at the unhappy 

representative from Earth, who muttered something about ‘logistical problems.’ 

That evening another meal was organised by the local Rhuaans, who somehow managed 

to produce enough vegetable soup for everyone – although Nick van der Ruhe was heard to 

comment sarcastically that he should have brought his own sandwiches from Herluin. There 

was another concert, this time more thoroughly rehearsed. Sarah sang a selection of her 

greatest hits, accompanied by a dance and backing group, to much applause; a group of Gustu 

performed part of one of their epic poems, a combination of music and drama; Memnon sang 

one of her love songs, and a group of her cousins sang a rather complex multi-part traditional 

folk song. A school class of young Rhuaans sang a Rhuaan meditation on the inter-

connectivity of all things, which Sarah said was very pretty and cute but so, so primitive it 

was unbelievable. 

Again, the party went on long into the night, and then everyone found somewhere to sleep, 

somehow. 

On the final day of the state visit, Leel was given an air tour of the planet. The journals 

and telly-visual journalists followed her in other craft. The visiting Imperial and Federal 

dignitaries decided to go too, and persuaded local Rhuaans to take them in their own craft. 

The party ended up on a tropical island, where Leel was shown the flora and fauna and 

treated to local food and drink, while the journalists and dignitaries had a party, got drunk, 

went swimming and fell off rocks on the beach and generally acted like young people on 

holiday. While they made fools of themselves, Leel and the Priestess sat in the shade and 

discussed serious issues. 

‘Have you given thought to appointing your successor?’ asked the Priestess. 
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‘My successor will be elected by the Federal Assembly,’ answered Leel, ‘but there is only 

one viable candidate: Graham Bradley.’ 

The Priestess nodded. ‘You know he is the Emperor’s partner. So, in effect, if he rules the 

Federation, the nine sectors will be reunited.’ 

Leel agreed. ‘I am now assured that he will govern responsibly. I am sure that the Federal 

system is safe in his hands. But, of course, it is effectively ten sectors now – my explorers 

have travelled far towards the galactic centre and have done extensive survey work. He will 

go on expanding our territory across the galactic arm.’ 

The visitors travelled back to the Sapphire Cape for one final night’s meal and concert. 

This time Sarah got everyone dancing, and persuaded Gray to do one short dance with her, 

‘For old times’ sake, darling!’ She smiled sweetly, and added: ‘You can keep your clothes 

on.’ 

Everyone stayed up far too late, and it was a hung-over and exhausted group of travellers 

who set off back to their home planets the following day. The leaders of the Imperial planets 

went back satisfied with a useful meeting and discussions, with trade deals and co-operation 

deals fully or partly fixed up. The representatives from the Federal planets returned home full 

of ideas for projects and co-operation with the Empire. The journalists went home with ears 

glued to callers, filling the void with reports of all they had seen and done, and when they got 

back home they filled journals and telly-visuals with colourful pictures and film of the great 

events of the visit. They wrote of ‘The lost planet,’ ‘the mysterious Priestess,’ ‘the wondrous 

Flame,’ ‘the great peace,’ and ‘the seductive Emperor.’ The Imperial fanzines such as Andy 

Hagenmuller’s pet publication Empire, and the more freelance Instel (short for Interstellar), 

and the rest received lots of pictures and copy from fans who had been on the trip, and for 

months afterwards the correspondence pages were full of letters and poetry extolling the 

beauties of Thorion and of the Imperials, with comments such as: ‘the Emperor is so luscious 

I want to eat him!!!’ 

Leel went home tired – by the flight, the unfamiliar planet, and having to talk to strange 

people of stranger races, but very pleased: satisfied with herself for having faced her 

childhood fears and overcome them, and glad that she had, as she put it, secured the future. In 

the ‘green room’, in a debriefing the day after she arrived back on Trer, she said to Greh: 

‘I’ve decided the succession. You’ll succeed me, Gray. Of course there will be elections, but 

I’m confident that you’ll be elected without opposition. I don’t think that anyone would want 

to stand against you.’ 

‘No,’ her subordinate agreed. 

‘You must keep the representative assemblies going. They make government so much 

more stable. They nearly always do what they’re told, but they make the populace so much 

more trusting of government. I can’t think why we never introduced them before.’ 

‘They were Memnon’s idea.’ 

‘I know, and it shows how a different sort of brain can bring a completely different 

approach – but one that works.’ 

‘Memnon says that there used to be representative assemblies on some planets. They used 

to have them on Earth: they were called parliaments. It means “talking shop”.’ 

‘That’s a good title! That’s exactly what they do, but they allow discussion and even 

opposition to occur within a controlled environment, and so diffuse it. You must make 

Memnon first minister, you know: she has real political talent.’ 

‘She has. I’ll always appoint Marys to top government positions – they’re so level-

headed.’ 

‘And the Emperor – your partner’ (Leel shuddered involuntarily in fear at the thought of 

the terrifying creature) ‘the Priestess says he’ll delegate his authority to you, so the sectors 

will be reunited.’ 
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‘Yes. I’ll ensure all the planets have representative assemblies – even Earth.’ 

‘Ah, yes: Earth. It’s a problem. Fermier must go; he’s a worse governor than the last one. 

We need a new person at the top there – I suppose it will have to be a human, as there are 

hardly any Gustu or even Marys on Earth, and the governor should represent the population. 

It would be best to have someone elected, if possible. Do you have a preferred candidate?’ 

‘I have, but I haven’t told him yet. It’s my agent on Earth. We’re old friends and I think I 

can trust him to do as he’s told. But I want to get this baby born first.’ 

Leel frowned down at Gray’s abdomen. ‘Yes, the baby. I really think that it wasn’t a good 

idea, but you seem to be coping better now. When is it – I mean him or her – due?’ 

‘A month. Imperials carry for a year.’ 

‘It seems forever since you conceived it.’ 

‘I know’ (heavily) ‘it does.’ 
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8. Lilah 

 

Lord Greh hated that first pregnancy. She later compared it to a long purgatory of pain, in 

which she had more than adequate opportunity to repent her willingness to fall in with Rehn’s 

urgings and please Errehn. She spent the best part of twelve standard months feeling 

alternately sick, ill, faint, as if she were about to die, and as if her brain had walked away and 

left her unable to think straight. Her feet swelled up, then her arms swelled up. She felt so 

weak that she couldn’t even get out of bed in the morning, and everything she ate came back 

up again. She then managed to transfer herself to Thorion, where the wavelengths of the sun 

were far more suitable to her, and spent several days lying in the sun absorbing its rays and 

feeling much better as a result. 

On her return to Trer, she found that letting her form slip back into dragon shape reduced 

the strain on her physical body, so she spent as much time as she could as a dragon – but, 

obviously, she couldn’t discharge any of her official duties in that form, and it alarmed her 

lovers and officials. Elma and Anne thought it was sweet, but said it was difficult to kiss a 

dragon. When she was in humanoid form she spent more time than usual making love to 

humans, Gustu, Marys or other Rhuaans, trying to keep her energy levels up. Young Raghund 

at the Trer ‘Escorts Club’ saw more of her as usual – he was used to the idea that Goldie 

could be female or male, ‘it’s an Imperial thing,’ and was very happy to service her however 

she wanted. Anne felt slightly ambivalent about her fiancé having sex for pleasure (rather 

than money) with another female, but felt she couldn’t object because it was Gray, albeit in a 

different gender. 

Having promised to visit Sophie regularly, Gray was heart-sick, but physically relieved, 

that Sophie did not actually want regular visits. She was too busy enjoying herself on Earth, 

establishing herself in her new role, watching the Temple being (re)built following the 

instructions of the Priestess of Trer – there were no objections from the city council, who 

welcomed off-planet investment in their city – and then organising the grand opening, with 

the lighting of the Flame. Gray went over for that event, stood by and congratulated her, and 

was wryly amused to see Greg in the same position. Sophie’s two long-term partners stood 

together in the background while their sweet young darling, now decidedly round about the 

stomach, carried out the ceremony and sent a blue Flame shooting ten feet into the air about 

the stone plinth. 

‘I won’t ask you how it’s done,’ said Greg to Gray. 

‘It’s an optical illusion,’ replied Gray. 

The two could not pretend to like each other, but they recognised the signs of a fellow-

sufferer. Memnon, who had come along to support Gray, thought it most interesting that the 

Emron, who usually controlled others through sex, now found himself controlled by another. 

How could he let it happen? She flicked her whiskers – these mating creatures could not 

control their emotions, she thought. 

After this event, Gray went to visit Mick and catch up on business. He had arranged to 

meet Mick for lunch at one of Leicester’s best restaurants, so he left Memnon to discuss 

Temple business with Sophie and the Priestess – who had come from Thorion for the event – 

and set off to walk into the city centre. 

He found Mick easily enough, sitting at a table for two by the window of the restaurant, 

looking for all the world like a businessman waiting for his wife or girlfriend. He considered 

that he and Mick had been working together now for nearly twenty years. In this time Mick 

had matured, grown heavier of body and rounder of face, and although he was reasonably fit 

and healthy he looked his age – not quite forty, but getting there. Yet, he was still the same 
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old Mick: energetic, determined, fiercely loyal, almost fearless, the best of friends. He smiled 

fondly as he approached the table. 

Mick looked up as his business partner approached, and for a moment he didn’t recognise 

him. He saw a tall, slender figure, with long golden hair with a slight curl in it, wafting about 

her shoulders. She looked about eighteen, or even younger. No, she didn’t look younger – she 

just looked ageless – those eyes weren’t the eyes of a young woman, they were clever and 

cunning, the chin was arrogant, the stance was – good heavens, it wasn’t a girl, it was Gray. 

‘Hi, Gray,’ he said, getting to his feet to welcome his friend, ‘sit down. I didn’t recognise 

you for a moment.’ 

Gray gave him a sweet smile, only underlining Mick’s odd feeling that his friend looked 

more like a woman than a man these days, and sat. Mick called to a waiter, and asked him to 

bring the menu. Act normal, he thought, and everything will be normal. I must be getting old; 

I’m seeing things. 

‘How’s business?’ asked Gray. It was what he always said at the start of their meetings. 

‘It’s good. But I’ve got a bone to pick with you, mate.’ 

‘Oh? What?’ 

‘You promised to bring me back a girl. And you never did.’ 

Gray looked at him, startled, and again Mick was struck by that female quality in his 

friend. Then Gray remembered what he meant, and laughed. 

‘You mean, when I first left for Kimball’s Kiss? I sent you a postcard.’ 

‘That’s hardly compensation, is it?’ 

 ‘You’ve waited a long time to complain! Why bring it up now?’ 

‘I dunno – it just struck me, all of a sudden.’ 

Gray gave him a keen, piercing glance, and Mick thought: He doesn’t look like a woman 

now. He doesn’t look like a man, either – he looks alien. He had seen Gray with aliens, with 

his Gustu wife, with that Mary woman of his, and on the telly-visual with Imperials and with 

Gustu. But, somehow, he couldn’t think of his old friend as anything other than human. Then 

Gray said: ‘Don’t worry – I’ll fix it. Give me a few months, mate.’ 

‘Great. That’s sorted, then.’ 

‘It will be.’ The waiter arrived with the menu, and they turned their attention to food. 

 

Gray visited Earth to see Sophie, Mick, his mum and others several more times over the next 

few months, but less and less often as the pregnancy progressed. His next long visit was when 

Sophie’s son Neil was born; he went to be with Sophie through labour, and was present at the 

naming ceremony. Sophie declined to name the father, insisting that both Gray and Greg take 

part in the ceremony, and the two males had to swallow hard and put up with it. 

Rhuaan children can have more than one father; more than one male can contribute to a 

child. Because Rhuaans are not strongly gender-defined, their eggs and sperm can be 

incomplete, so the more that combine to make a child, the better. The berries of the singing 

tree provide additional essential materials, and it helps if a mother can spend as much time as 

possible in the sun after conception. The quality of the males involved, however, is crucial in 

creating a strong child, and Sophie was certainly within her rights as a priestess in enlisting 

the help of two males. Both said males would have preferred to be sole father, but after the 

naming ceremony Gray said to Greg: ‘I’ll allow you to claim sole father rights for this child, 

Greg. I’ve got enough to deal with in family matters at present.’ 

He let Greg see his other self for a moment: the slender, golden-haired female with a large 

bulge. Greg stared, swallowed and said, ‘What?’ 

‘I thought you knew I’m pregnant.’ 

‘I thought it was a joke!’ 

‘It’s not. I often wish it was.’ 
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‘Ouch,’ said Greg with feeling, ‘rather you than me.’ 

After this, he treated Gray with a sort of awed respect, which Gray found odd but 

gratifying. 

 

Gray’s first child came on a cold day as the acid rain of Trer lashed the city. She gave birth in 

her own bed; Elma and Errehn were with her, and Rehn came to give her support, with their 

daughter Tuerin – who was a trained midwife. Aoan and Memnon took care of government 

matters, looking in from time to time during Gray’s labour to see how she was getting on. 

After a few hours, Aoan took a deep breath and jumped through space to fetch a medic from 

Thorion, as Gray’s labour pains were enormous and the baby was not coming. Faroan came 

back with them and joined Elma, sitting by Gray to give her strength and ease her pain while 

the two Rhuaan medics struggled to save mother and child. Between them, the medics 

eventually managed to weave a net of peace around the writhing, agonised Gray, forced her 

to relinquish control of her body to them, and – working in tandem – mentally pushed the 

baby out. The baby was born at last after 18 hours of labour, an undersized, weak creature 

which did not cry but only whimpered, an indication of weak lungs and physical 

underdevelopment. She was rushed at once to Trer hospital and put into intensive care, and 

Tuerin sat by her, pouring life-giving energy over her to keep her alive. She told Gray to 

express milk from her breasts into a container so that it could be fed to her baby daughter in 

intensive care. Gray was distressed, terrified that the baby she had resented for so long would 

be lost to her, and found it almost impossible to get any milk from her breasts at all; Faroan 

sat with her caressing her nipples, until at last some liquid was produced. Meanwhile Errehn 

was in such a panic that Rehn had to give him mental sedation to keep him quiet. She sent 

Aoan and Memnon away, telling them to go and do Greh’s job for her and at least relieve her 

of that burden, but let Faroan stay to try to keep hold of Greh’s mind through her haze of 

agonising pain.Through it all Elma, Tuerin and one of the Rhuaan medics, Duerah, tried to 

remain calm, and kept the web of peace strong around the sick mother as she slowly 

recovered from her ordeal. 

The next few days were difficult; the baby was weak, Greh seemed to be too broken by 

labour to repair her own body, and government had to continue. Faroan made an informal 

visit to President Leel in her green room, and after amicable discussions Leel agreed that he 

could step into Greh’s place for a few days while her vice-president was out of action. So 

Faroan joined Aoan and Memnon in the government offices, making decisions which Greh 

would usually have made, talking to the Mary officials, and gently teasing the Gustu security 

guards who turned pale blue when they set eyes on him and fell on their knees. Oroso told his 

own group that if they played any tricks like that they’d be out of the service: ‘We all know 

the general; he’s just our lady’s husband.’ When Faroan asked him whether he had been 

performing his services to his lady as a good servant should, he retorted: ‘You’ve been 

getting all her favours recently, but we’ll win her back when this baby business is sorted out.’ 

Faroan treated it as a joke: he saw the Gustu pirates as Greh’s thralls, who had no real 

power and who were effectively part of Greh’s own family. Leel was little shocked when she 

heard that the guards had been cheeky to the Emperor, and even more shocked when her own 

guards saluted Faroan as ‘All hail the Emperor!’ But Faroan told them quietly to stop it: 

‘Your President is supreme here. I am here only to stand in for Lord Greh.’  

After a week, when Greh was still far too ill to work, the baby was discharged from 

hospital and allowed to return to her mother’s care, under Tuerin’s supervision. She had to be 

kept in a warm cot, fed and cared for. Elma and Tuerin did the bulk of this work; Errehn 

watched, but was too scared to touch the child, and Duerah forbad Aoan or Faroan to get too 

close: ‘Your strong auras will damage the baby. She’s still too weak to bear your presence.’ 
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After two weeks, when it was clear that the baby was going to live, Rehn came to perform 

the naming ceremony. After all, she said, it was she who had bullied Greh into bearing this 

child, so she would take responsibility for naming her. The baby was named Lilah (love), and 

after the ceremony Duerah allowed Greh to get up and go back to work in the government 

offices, although she was still very weak and should only stay up for a few hours each day. 

Fortunately no emergency situations had arisen during her absence, and Aoan and Memnon 

had managed to cover up for her absence from the Federal Assembly. Leel, however, let her 

views be clearly known: ‘I would advise against having any more children, Gray; it isn’t 

good for you. Perhaps Imperials of both sexes can bear children, but clearly some are better 

suited to it than others.’ 

Greh took her rebukes in the caring and concerned spirit in which they were meant, and 

promised not to repeat the experiment. Privately, she doubted that she could. Bearing a child 

had left her so weak that she had to be outside in the sun for every available hour of daylight 

or in the arms of her lovers. Elma did what she could, assisted by Aoan, Memnon and Faroan 

– but Faroan had to go back to Thorion ‘before the Priestess wrecks my educational scheme, 

again.’ Elma wished that Anne had been here to help her, but Anne and Rag were away off-

planet: Greh had sent them away on government business shortly before the birth. In fact she 

had done this on purpose – she knew that the birth was going to be difficult, and wanted to 

spare these two tender-hearted lovers the trauma. 

To make matters more difficult, Lilah was fractious and unwilling to sleep – perhaps a 

reaction to her mother’s illness. Greh tried to feed Lilah herself as much as possible, but Lilah 

was such a hungry baby that she had to supplement her own milk with artificial milk. Tuerin 

remained in the household as a full-time nurse, doing all the tasks which Greh would have 

liked to have done herself were she fit to do so. But when Greh expressed her gratitude for 

her eldest daughter’s help, Tuerin retorted: ‘Father, what would you expect me to do? Of 

course I have to stay and look after my little sister – and you, too.’ 

Listening to this conversation, Elma reflected on the strangeness of the Imperial family, 

where one person could be father to half a family and mother to the other half. On the one 

hand, Tuerin was Gray’s eldest daughter as father, while on the other Lilah was his eldest as 

mother – at least, she assumed that there would be others. Of course, there have been many 

others, but Lord Greh has learnt better since then how to deal with pregnancy, and even says 

that it has its pleasant moments: ‘But mostly when it’s over.’ 

As Lilah grew stronger, Tuerin allowed Errehn to take over some of the caring duties of 

washing, feeding and generally caring for his daughter. Errehn was at first impatient of his 

niece’s advice, but quickly realised that a baby is both much more fragile and much more 

demanding than (say) a spaceship. So he sat quietly and listened while Tuerin lectured him on 

basic child care, and did exactly as she told him. Greh, watching him, was amused and 

relieved to see her lover doing what he was told, just for a change. She hoped that Errehn 

would be able to take over the main responsibility for caring for Lilah, for although she 

adored her baby daughter she was extremely frustrated at not being able to get out and about, 

to see her lovers, organise government, control crime and generally run the Federation and 

Empire. She loved to be in the thick of things, and here she was stuck on a pile of cushions … 

And she could see that caring for Lilah was going to be a full-time occupation for a great 

many years. The baby was intelligent, attractive, demanding, manipulative … rather like 

Sophie, in fact. 

In particular, Gray had unfinished business to attend to on Earth. She had promised Leel 

that she would sort Earth’s government out, and she did not want to put it off any longer. 

 

Mick was sitting in the study of his large house on Stoughton Road, working hard on his 

interstellar-linked computer. He looked up, started, as Gray walked in. 
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‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t expecting you. Just let me finish this spreadsheet, then I’ll crack 

open a few cans of beer.’ 

Gray sat down on a chair on the other side of the table. ‘This isn’t about business, exactly. 

It’s about interstellar politics.’ 

Mick glanced warily at him. Gray was leaning on the table, his arrogant, smooth white 

chin cupped in his long, white hands and his cunning, clever black eyes on Mick. His long 

golden hair flowed over his shoulders like a veil, and his red mouth was set in a slight smile. 

Mick thought again how like a woman Gray looked. Such a long time it was since they used 

to chase the girls together, and Gary Wright inevitably stole them. Gary was now married and 

living in Evington, well away from Mick and from his old home, and Mick felt it was good 

riddance. 

He tapped the screen of his computer to save and close and then turned to face Gray. ‘OK, 

tell me.’ 

‘I’m sacking Fermier, and I need a replacement. The President and I want planetary 

elections for the president of Earth this time. I can organise elections here – I’ve got my reps 

in every continent. But I need a candidate.’ 

Mick mimicked his pose, cupping his hands, elbows on table, chin in hands. His eyes met 

Gray’s. 

‘Some shapely blonde from one of your clubs?’ he asked. 

‘No.’ 

‘Not like on Bessiday, then.’ 

‘No. There’s only one Sarah.’ 

‘Some gangster you’ve picked up out of the gutter?’ 

‘If you mean “like on Herluin”, he picked himself up and the answer’s “no”.’ 

‘One of General Aoan’s girlfriends.’ 

‘Mylee isn’t interested, and anyway I want a human. This isn’t Cray; the overwhelming 

bulk of the population is human here.’ 

‘Don’t you have a shapely pirate?’ 

‘On Earth? There’s only one pirate here – me.’ 

‘So who’s your victim? Let me guess.’ 

‘You’ve guessed it.’ 

‘Why me, for Christ’s sake? I’m not a politician.’ 

‘You’re popular, you’re on-planet, you’re known to be my supporter. Any more reasons 

required?’ 

‘Sure – who’s going to run this business?’ 

‘We’ll appoint a manager.’ 

‘I like that “we”! This is my business, I’ve built it up – look, I’m not interested, 

understand? I like this business, but I don’t want any more. I don’t want responsibility for 

millions of lives.’ 

‘You’ve got that already.’ 

‘OK – but you know what I mean. And I like Leicester.’ 

 ‘We’ll move the government here.’ 

‘Don’t be daft! We don’t want it here.’ 

‘It used to be here.’ 

‘Yeah – in ancient history. Look, be sensible. I don’t want the job. Find some other 

victim.’ 

Gray shook his head. ‘I don’t trust anyone else. I want you.’ 

‘Nothing doing. Sorry.’ Mick looked away deliberately. He had learnt from sore 

experience that it was better not to meet Gray’s eye when you were disagreeing with him. 

‘Look, Mick’ – 
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‘I’m not such a fool.’ 

Gray laughed suddenly. ‘OK. You know me too well.’ 

‘I do. Find another puppet.’ 

‘I’ll put one of Soba’s children in.’ 

‘That’ll be great. Just don’t ask me.’ 

There was a silence at that, which lasted for a couple of minutes. At last Mick tired of 

waiting for Gray to say something conciliatory and got up, saying: ‘I’ll get those beers.’ 

When he got back from the kitchen, Gray was looking through his computer files. He 

logged out as Mick came in. ‘Looking good,’ he said. 

‘How did you get in? I’ve changed the password.’ Mick put the cans of beer down on the 

table. 

Gray shrugged. ‘I hacked. The basic computer operating system was written by Aoan.’ 

‘Oh, so she taught you.’ Mick sat down, put two glasses on the table and opened his can. 

Gray took the other and poured the pale liquid into his glass. It was Burton’s Pale Ale, which 

used to be his favourite. Alcohol now gave him a headache, and he only drank it when he was 

at Mick’s, for old times’ sake. 

‘How’s Gary?’ he asked suddenly. 

Mick almost choked on a mouthful of beer. He’d only just been thinking about Gary – 

Gray hadn’t asked after their old mate in years. ‘He’s living in Evington. Haven’t seen him.’ 

‘What’s he doing?’ 

‘Still in the bank.’ 

‘Hmm,’ said Gray. Mick looked anxiously at him. ‘You can’t put Gary in! He’s married, 

he’s got kids, and he’s a complete bastard.’ 

‘Yes – OK, I’ll think of someone else.’ Gray smiled sweetly at Mick, who was again 

uncomfortably aware that from certain angles his old mate looked like a woman. 

‘Cheers,’ he said, raising his glass. Gray raised his, but did not repeat the word. 

Mick could never remember afterwards what went wrong that evening. He drank too much 

beer. Gray drank too. They talked about old times, and reminisced about girls they had 

known. Gray asked after Mick’s mum, and said all sorts of nice things about her. He asked 

after Mick’s cousin Darren and his wife and kids, and about Mick’s uncle and the rest of the 

family. Mick forgot to be on his guard and began to relax. They laughed together about old 

jokes that Mick had almost forgotten. Mick remembered afterwards that Gray had leaned 

back on his chair, his legs crossed casually, arm slung across the back, head supported on one 

hand, his hair tossed back casually, looking him in the eye and saying, ‘Oh, but you haven’t 

lost it, Mick. You’ve grown more distinguished with age. Shouldn’t any young woman want 

to get her hands on you and your money?’ For some reason he’d laughed uproariously. 

After a fifth can of beer, Gray had said: ‘Don’t you have a better room for entertaining 

guests?’ and Mick said, ‘Yeah, let’s go into the lounge.’ 

So they went into the lounge, with its thick, expensive carpet and low-slung, expensive 

and comfortable suite, and Mick put on some music, and Gray lay on his back on the sofa and 

kicked off his ankle boots, and they drank more beer and talked about girls, and Gray teased 

him some more about being a bachelor and asked him if he was losing interest in sex. ‘Can’t 

you keep it up any more?’ 

Mick laughed, and said of course he could. 

‘Perhaps I should try you out,’ said Gray, stretching himself luxuriously on the sofa. 

This was where it all seemed to go wrong. Mick had treated it as a joke. He’d got up and 

knelt by Gray and said, ‘OK, I’ll prove it,’ and put his hand up Gray’s shirt as if to caress his 

“breasts”. Then he found that Gray actually had breasts. He found he had a woman in his 

arms. She looked him in the eye and said, ‘Well, Mick? Can’t you do it?’ He’d spluttered 

something about being out of practice. She grabbed his trousers and pulled them off him and 
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pulled down his underpants, grabbed his penis and sucked. Taken by surprise, he took the 

plunge and kissed her hotly. She sighed and relaxed under him. He pulled off her trousers and 

made love to her. 

It was glorious, wonderful, fantastic. He was on a high of lust and energy. He went on and 

on. He’d never had such a girl before. She kept urging him on and he kept doing it. At last he 

fell asleep on her, and woke up in his own bed. 

He looked around. He had a splitting headache. The sun was shining through the gaps in 

the curtains. He was aware that someone else was in bed beside him. He said: ‘Christ! What 

time is it?’ 

‘Eight o’clock,’ said Gray’s voice. ‘How’s your head, Mick?’ 

Then Mick woke up properly and looked at his partner, and Gray looked back and laughed 

at him, long and merrily. ‘Congratulations,’ he said at last, when he had calmed down 

sufficiently to speak, ‘you’ll be an excellent governor of Earth, Mick. Yes, you will because 

if you don’t I have a few things to say about you to your friends. You forgot, didn’t you? I 

promised to bring you back a girl and I did! I thought you knew how I deal with people.’ 

Then Mick remembered that Graham Bradley used sex to control his managers – all his 

managers except him, Mick, because they were old friends, and they trusted each other; but 

when he’d tried to defy Gray he got the same treatment as all the rest. He’d been a fool. He 

stared at Gray in horror. Gray sat up and laughed fondly at him. ‘Tell me you love me, 

handsome.’ 

‘Christ! Shut up! What did you do to me, you sod?’ 

‘Mind-twisted you. Flame, Mick, you were fantastic!’ 

‘That was a dirty trick. That was an evil thing to do to your old mate, your business 

partner, after all we’d done together, that was an evil thing to do.’ 

‘Yes. But you fell for it.’ 

‘So why did you do it?’ Mick stared Gray in the eye, challenging him to answer – and then 

realised that he’d made the same mistake again and tried to pull away, but it was too late. 

He could see Gray changing – very subtly, but he changed. His face hardly altered – his 

body seemed to go out of focus and then came back into focus as a woman’s, still very 

slender but now with small breasts and more curved hips. The figure that was Gray opened its 

mouth, and a sweet voice came out, saying: ‘Here I am, Mick, don’t you fancy me? I’m all 

yours.’ 

‘Christ, no!’ he managed to say. ‘Don’t do it again.’ 

‘Ah, but I shall. I promised you a girl from outer space, and I’ve brought you one. And 

you’ll fancy me.’ A white hand caressed his check. ‘Don’t you, darling?’ – the last in a 

husky, seductive whisper. 

‘Shut up! Leave me alone!’ 

‘Oh, calm down,’ said Hyunnah, as she was also known: ‘it’s only sex. Flame, Mick, 

you’d think I’d made you eat yourself or something. You enjoyed it, didn’t you? I thought 

you would. I know you don’t have time to meet girls these days, and it’s my fault, so I’ve 

supplied the girl, OK? So calm down. Now, my dear, I want you to be governor and when I 

make a decision nowadays I expect people to jump to it. And I’ll take care of the electoral 

campaign. Just do as I tell you.’ 

‘I take it I’ll be allowed to choose my own policies,’ growled Mick. 

‘Of course. I won’t let you think of any I don’t like. Now, my dear, as you gave such a 

good account of yourself last night, do you fancy it again? Because I do.’ Hyunnah put her 

arms around Mick’s neck and kissed him on the mouth. Mick looked down at her body, 

slender, white and clearly female. ‘Come on,’ murmured the golden vision in his arms, taking 

his left hand and placing it on her own groin, ‘love me again.’ 
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Mick remembered hearing that Graham Bradley did this to everyone. He remembered 

thinking what fools people were to get caught, that he could handle Gray, that Gray would 

never do that to him. How wrong I was, he thought. He only left me alone because I always 

did what I was told. As soon as I said ‘no,’ he treated me just like the rest. 

… he didn’t want to do it, but he had to. She told him to do it, his whole body shook with 

desire, he was on fire, he had to do it. He kissed her like a maddened thing and she fell 

sweetly into his embrace. He made love to her passionately, until he collapsed with 

exhaustion. Then she left him to sleep, and when he awoke he was alone, still with the 

splitting headache and with an aching heart as well. 

 

So Mick co-operated, and Gray got him elected as governor of Earth. The elections were, as 

Gray had predicted, perfectly straightforward. And when Mick had the office of governor he 

discovered it was still like running a business, only a much bigger business. But he now had a 

woman on his arm some of the time, a devastatingly beautiful blonde named Hyunnah. When 

asked who she was, he only said: ‘Oh, we were at school together.’ 
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9. Oroan 

 

Leel was sitting in the garden of the government palace, enjoying a rare period of summer 

sunshine. Above her in a rubbery-leafed tree, a furry bird cheeped and twittered. There was 

nothing for her to do for a few hours: Memnon had gone to preside in the Assembly, Aoan 

was chairing a meeting with a business delegation from sector seven, and Gray was meeting 

with a group of astro-scientists and Ray Lewis, to discuss development possibilities in sector 

ten. She sat back on her soft sun-chair, closed her eyes and relaxed. 

 She could hear voices from the lawned part of the garden: the leader of Gray’s security 

forces, Oroso Bal the former pirate, was drilling his troops. No – she heard a higher-pitched 

voice cut in with a shout of command: Oroso Bal was teaching his lord’s three-year-old 

daughter Lilah how to drill troops. Leel, musing to herself, reflected that Lilah loved bossing 

people about. She was going to be an absolute terror as she got older. Now she was a slight, 

golden-haired beauty whom everyone had got into the habit of spoiling silly when she was a 

baby. Her elder sisters and brothers – Gray’s children as father – all adored her and ran 

around to meet her every whim. She was beautiful, she was beguiling, and she had her 

mother’s seductive eye; Leel had watched her mind-turning people, so that those who opened 

their mouths to rebuke her had suddenly become glassy-eyed and then said: ‘Sorry, lady, for 

troubling you,’ and walked away. Leel would have laughed if she had not been so worried 

that Lilah might turn into a proper little tyrant. However, with Leel, Lilah was always very 

polite and respectful. She knows how to get the right side of people, Leel thought wryly. Now 

she would be tossing her lovely head so that her golden hair streamed out in the breeze, and 

holding out her hand for Oroso to kiss – and he would kiss it. All the Gustu security guards 

loved ‘the golden princess,’ as they called her. But even they did not love her so much as her 

father, the Vairstown trendy Errehn, who worshipped the ground she walked on. 

But Lilah was going to have competition. Leel knew that Gray was pregnant again, and 

she knew who the father was this time. Well, I warned him, she thought to herself, and this 

time he seems to be coping better. Or should that be ‘she’? Anyway, Gray doesn’t look as ill 

as last time around, but I really wish he hadn’t done it. What’s more, not only has Faroan got 

Gray pregnant, but I think he’s got Elma pregnant too. I’m going to have to do without my 

assistant, and then without my vice-president! Who’s going to replace them? 

‘I will,’ said a smooth, husky voice, and Leel opened her eyes to see Faroan standing over 

her. 

‘Sit down,’ she said impatiently, waving him to sit on the grass by her chair, ‘and tell me 

what you’re doing here. I thought you had an Empire to run, but now you’re practically 

always here.’ 

He sat as instructed. ‘The Priestess can run it,’ he observed. 

‘You’ve always told me and Gray that she can’t. And in any case she seems to be on Trer 

all the time these days.’ 

He nodded. ‘She’s trained a group of her birds – I mean, her acolytes – to weave a web of 

peace around Trer, to try to resolve the disjunctions in the planet’s electro-magnetic field.’ 

Leel raised her eyebrows. ‘And to what purpose?’ 

‘The climate should improve, and there will be less incidence of chest and respiratory 

infections. And the Rhuaan population will be happier.’ 

‘You mean, they might pay taxes to my treasury?’ 

He laughed. ‘I wouldn’t go that far, but they might agree to allow your security forces to 

police their streets.’ 

‘What does Gray’s girl – the priestess girl from Vairstown – think about this?’ 
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‘She’s putting up with it. She knew it had to come – Thorion would try to draw the distant 

Flames back into its ambit.’ 

‘Does that really make any difference to her?’ 

‘Trer’s priestesses have developed their own ways of doing things over the centuries, and 

my Priestess is trying to bring them back into line.’ 

‘And will that make any difference to the rest of us?’ 

‘Rehn’s acolytes might play a greater role in healthcare in the city. At the moment there 

are only a few of them who do – Gray’s daughter Tuerin, for example.’ 

‘I think some of their scientists are working with Ray Lewis.’ 

‘Yes, they already work with the strategic planning unit on various projects.’ 

‘So it won’t make much difference.’ 

‘It may well improve the climate. It did on Bessideh.’ 

Leel looked up at the sky. ‘On days like today, it doesn’t need improvement.’ 

‘They would tell you that today is the result of six months’ work.’ 

She laughed a little. ‘So what are you doing here? I’m sure you really do have an Empire 

to run.’ 

‘Seriously, I don’t. I’m taking a holiday. Greh has been so successful in encouraging the 

governors of the Imperial planets to work together that they’ve set up a Council of Planets 

and are taking their own decisions now. I’ve left one of my own subordinates in charge of the 

court of government on Thorion, and I’ve come to spend time with my wife.’ 

‘And start a family.’ 

His answer was a slow, slightly wry smile. 

‘Really, Faroan, Gray isn’t strong enough for another child. He was really ill last time.’ 

‘She’s fine. I’m channelling strength to her.’ 

‘And what about Elma?’ 

Again that gentle-wry smile. ‘What about my angel?’ 

‘Yes, indeed. You’ve got her pregnant too.’ 

‘Madam President, you should know by your age that it takes two to make a child – Elma 

played her part.’ 

‘Did you ask her?’ 

‘I don’t think that either of us thought much about it at the time.’ 

Leel shook her head at him. ‘Irresponsible youth!’ she said, and he laughed at her, tossing 

back his long black hair in a way that she always found infuriatingly distracting. 

‘So the government palace will be full of children.’ 

‘Yes, because Anne is expecting a child too.’ 

‘Anne? I thought Gray had posted her to sector eight.’ 

‘She and Rag are coming back here. Gray has work for Rag on Trer, and Anne would 

rather be with her friends during her pregnancy.’ 

‘We will be overrun with children. How will we have time to run the government?’ 

He looked into her face with his big, black eyes, and his broad, red mouth smiled. ‘I told 

you. I’ll help you, Madam President.’ 

She reached out an idle hand and touched his shoulder where he sat by her chair. ‘Don’t 

call me that.’ 

‘Leel.’ He took the hand and kissed it. 

‘What do you think the Assembly members will say if they see the Emperor in the 

Assembly?’ 

‘They’ll all behave themselves like awed school-children.’ She could feel his smile, 

although she wasn’t looking at him now – she was looking up into the sunny sky, into the 

many-branched tree above her head. 

‘Leel.’ He was trying to get her to look at him – she ignored him. 
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‘I’m looking for that bird. Can you hear it?’ 

‘Leel.’ 

‘Don’t think you can wind me round your seductive little finger as you’ve wound 

everyone else. Truly, you’re worse than Gray.‘ 

‘Don’t think you can ignore me,’ said the lazy, liquid voice, and as she turned to look him 

in the eye, he kissed her mouth – just a little peck. 

‘For goodness’s sake,’ she said as he drew away, ‘I’m not worth seducing.’ 

‘I’ll decide that for myself,’ he said. ‘Are you going to let me assist you while Gray and 

Elma are out of action?’ 

The black eyes held her; she thought that she could probably break away, but decided not 

to. Faroan could be amusing company, and it was flattering to be flirted with by someone 

who looked a quarter of her age. 

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘as you insist. But you’ll have to follow instructions – none of your 

Imperial independent action.’ 

‘You can make sure I do,’ he assured her. 

 

Elma was a bit annoyed with Faroan. She could only be annoyed with him when he wasn’t 

there, because whenever he was near her she found her brain filled up with joy and passion, 

and she couldn’t say a word against him. When he wasn’t there, however, she wished she 

could have told him that it would have been better to have waited, rather than have herself 

and Gray expecting a baby together, and what with Anne expecting at the same time … it was 

going to be chaos. At least Faroan was staying around rather than abandoning them, so he 

could give them moral support. Aoan was being supportive as well, although she couldn’t 

resist teasing Gray and Elma about their respective conditions. Elma wished that someone 

would get Lord Aoan pregnant and shut her up, but Gray said that no one can get a Rhuaan 

pregnant without at least their partial agreement: ‘they have to release an egg.’ 

‘Faroan got you pregnant.’ 

‘Yes – but that’s Faroan. He carries you away.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Elma heavily. She talked to Memnon about this, because she knew that 

Memnon was close to Faroan too – and Memnon confirmed it. ‘He does it to all of us, Elma. 

Don’t blame yourself.’ 

‘Whatever will I tell my mum?’ 

Memnon’s ears flicked. She realised that this could be a problem. ‘I remember from my 

visits to the Emron’s mother that your culture is insistent on a permanent partnership before 

you begin having children.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘You could tell her that it’s the Emron’s child.’ 

‘Yes – well, he did add something later, he says.’ 

‘But will she be happy with your being the Emron’s girl?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ said Elma heavily. She wanted her parents to be proud of her and of their 

first grandchild, but she didn’t think they’d be impressed when she told them that the heads 

of government had got her pregnant. It would look bad if it got out into the local press – 

which it probably would, if anyone at home found out. ‘Local girl in love child shock! Alien 

lover got me in the club, says local girl, aged 18.’ She winced at the thought. 

When she was with Faroan, however, she felt blissfully, madly happy, as if nothing else 

mattered in the galaxy. And when she was with Gray she just felt so right, as if this was 

always meant to be, and they were made for each other. The trouble was, she knew that lots 

of other people felt the same. Memnon just twirled her whiskers and said, ‘It’s a club, Elma – 

welcome to it,’ and Elma knew that she was right. There should be a club for women and 

men whom Gray had seduced, and whom he still loved, but they all had to share him. 
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She knew, however, that some were not loved quite so much as they used to be. Gray was 

fond of Errehn, but she realised that Errehn expected far more of Gray’s time than Gray was 

now willing to give. He had Lilah, however, and doted on her every minute of the day. That 

girl was so spoilt! But here again, much as Elma often wanted to strangle Lilah, as soon as 

she got close to the child – even without Lilah looking at her – her anger melted away, and 

she would pick the little girl up and hug her, while Lilah murmured, ‘I love you, Auntie 

Elma’ and hugged her back, kissing her with her lovely little red lips. 

‘It’s mind-turning,’ said Memnon. ‘She’s such an expert at it that you hardly even feel it.’ 

‘I don’t feel it at all,’ admitted Elma. ‘I only realise when she’s gone.’ 

‘That girl will go far,’ said Memnon darkly, and Elma echoed: ‘As far away as possible!’ 

Perhaps when her child was born, and even more when Gray’s second womb-child was 

born, Lilah would have competition. Until then, they all had to dance attendance on the little 

dragon-princess whether they liked it or not. 

Greh was annoyed with herself for letting Faroan get her pregnant. She knew that Elma 

and Leel were right – it would have been better to wait. She knew she really wasn’t strong 

enough yet, and by getting pregnant she was leaving Lilah even more than usual in Errehn’s 

care, and her daughter would become even more unbearable than she was already. About the 

only person who could withstand Lilah’s mind was Faroan, but so far it hadn’t come to a 

showdown. When Greh wanted her daughter to do something, she had to steel herself as if 

she was standing against a hurricane, grit her teeth, hold down her hair and push. Generally 

Lilah would give in eventually, but occasionally she didn’t, and Greh wondered what would 

happen as Lilah got older, and stronger. 

She was also annoyed with herself for not being able to tell some of her lovers that it was 

all over. She still loved Renual and went to see him once a week, but some of her club 

managers really should retire. Those who were now running planets – like Nick van der 

Ruhe, and Ragnor and Sarah – had developed well, and could be persuaded to do their own 

thing and not rely too much on Greh’s sexual services, but some others were proving 

awkward. Bob Meurs sulked if Greh didn’t go to see him; Bligh Everetts was as bad. They 

were still sweet in some ways, but they were becoming mentally slower, more demanding, 

less adaptable, less able to see Greh’s needs and more determined to impose their own. 

Sometimes Greh was glad that humans’ lifespan is short. 

Aimee Neasden and Mike Daims still welcomed him to Teren, although Greh hardly ever 

asked them to sleep with him/her now; neither of them had ever been particularly interested 

in sex and what interest he had been able to arouse in them had faded back to a gentle 

romanticism. It was very frustrating. On the other hand, other people were only too anxious 

to get Greh into bed and try to bend her/him to their will, and s/he had to tell them where to 

get off. 

For example, four months into the current pregnancy, Greh had got up one morning 

feeling such a sharp stab of rending grief in his head that s/he realised that s/he must go and 

find its source. Bother, she thought, I guess I still owe him something, although I could say 

that I’ve long since paid off the debt. So she went, as smartly dressed as she could in her 

present state, taking care to disguise the bulge as far as possible. She went to Fairly planet, to 

the headquarters of Interstellar Avershams, and materialised in Aversham’s own office. 

J. Aversham should have retired some years before, but refused to do so: it was his 

company, and he did not trust any of his subordinates to carry it on with success. So he 

remained as managing director and still controlled everything, much to the frustration of his 

subordinate directors, who had their own ideas of how the company should develop. 

Now he sat in his executive chair, at his executive desk, looking through the stills of the 

current catalogue, and dreaming of the only people he had really loved: Gray and Errehn, 

particularly Gray. He remembered how he had first encountered them on the backstreets of 
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Trer; he even boasted that he had launched them. But they had left him and gone on their own 

ways, and now he never saw them. He missed them so much, his lovely gods. 

Then a sweet voice said: ‘J? You called me.’ 

Aversham looked up and would have jumped to his feet, but he was old for jumping. He 

only put the catalogue down on the desk, said: ‘Gray – come to my arms,’ and held them out 

to him. 

Gray hugged him with a kiss on the mouth, but rather than sit on J’s lap he sat on the desk, 

his feet on J’s lap. This wasn’t completely comfortable, but he didn’t want J. to feel his bulge. 

J. slipped Gray’s shoes off his feet – light slip-on shoes, hardly there at all – and caressed 

his bare feet with his hands. They were still well-manicured hands, not dry or rough, hands 

that had never done manual work, thought Gray drily. 

‘My beautiful god,’ murmured J. ‘Where have you been, Gray? I’ve hardly seen you for 

ages.’ 

‘You know what I’ve been doing. I’ve been governing the Federation.’ 

It was hard for J. to envisage this golden-haired vision in a position of power, and he 

dismissed the suggestion. ‘You’ve got Errehn with you,’ he said. 

‘He’s in charge of the expansion into sector ten,’ said Gray. ‘I keep him busy.’ 

J’s strong hands massaged Gray’s feet with strong, masterful movements. ‘I miss you, 

Gray. Won’t you do a picture-shoot for me?’ 

‘J., don’t be silly. How can I? I’m vice-president of the Federation. The Federal Assembly 

members would have a fit.’ 

J. was silent for a moment, as if thinking how to persuade his love-god to his point of 

view. His hands ran up Gray’s legs, over his trousers. ‘You look younger than ever. How do 

you do it?’ 

‘I’m Grade A blood – we’re all like that. How are you, J.?’ 

‘Better for seeing you. I need to see you – but you’ve been staying away.’ His tone was 

plaintive, accusing. 

‘I’ve been too busy, and you always want me to do so much – I can’t, not now, I have so 

many obligations.’ 

J. clearly wasn’t listening. He ran his hands up Gray’s legs, then, leaning forward, he 

gathered Gray into his arms, putting an arm behind his buttocks, a hand on his abdomen … 

Gray tried to pull away, suddenly alarmed, and J. pulled away in turn, and stood up. Gray 

slipped down from the desk top and stood upright, facing him. 

‘Gray,’ said J., puzzled, ‘what’s this?’ He touched Gray’s abdomen again – Gray moved 

back as the child within kicked viciously against the touch, as if it resented it. ‘Are you ill? 

Have you got a growth?’ He tried to pull his lover towards him, but Gray slipped back out of 

reach.  

‘I’m not ill. I’m fine.’ 

‘So what is it? Why have you got a hard lump?’ 

‘It’s not a hard lump, it’s a womb – I’m grade A, remember? We’re both sexes at once.’ 

‘You’re not,’ exclaimed J., as if afraid, Gray noticed. Why? Couldn’t he cope with the 

idea of a multi-gendered being? 

‘I am, and I’m pregnant. The father is Faroan – the Emperor. I’m expecting in about eight 

months.’ 

‘You can’t be. Gray, let me feel you – you can’t be. I know you’re not’ – and J. tried again 

to seize Gray, but the latter kept out of reach. 

‘I am. That’s one reason you haven’t seen me. I’m a mother; I’ve got a daughter already, 

and now I’ve got a son’ (he knew the sex of the child in his womb because he could sense its 

aura) ‘and Faroan is delighted. So I can’t sleep with you now – it might damage the baby. 

And I can’t do a shoot in my condition.’ 



132 
 

J.’s face was a picture of confused grief, bewilderment and disappointment. ‘I know 

you’re a man. Don’t talk like this. What have they done to you?’ 

‘Nothing. I did it. Now, stop panicking. I’m fine. But I’m pregnant and I don’t want to 

have sex or heavy petting – I’m not interested just now. Can’t we just talk?’ 

‘No,’ retorted J., ‘I don’t want to “just talk”.’ He turned his back on Gray and marched 

over to the window, where he stood looking out at the finely-kept grounds of his domain. 

Behind him, Gray sighed, shrugged and disappeared – and when J. turned round to face his 

demi-god and repeat his demands, he found that he had vanished. 

 

The child came unexpectedly. Greh should have been warned, for Elma’s child had come 

suddenly, a week before the due date; she had been sitting with Leel in the garden, taking 

notes for Leel on the hand-held, and suddenly uttered a cry and bent over double. Leel turned 

to help her and saw a large pool of liquid gathering under Elma where she sat, grabbed the 

hand-held from Elma, flicked over the functions and called the hospital. There wasn’t time to 

get her there, however, and Elma gave birth on the green grass of the palace grounds, with 

Faroan holding her hand and Gray her shoulders, and Tuerin shouting: ‘Don’t push! Don’t 

push! It’s coming far too fast!’ 

Leel said afterwards that she preferred to avoid such excitement at her time of life, but she 

was relieved that her secretary had lived through the experience. Elma was the proud mother 

of a girl, whom she instantly named Catherine (saying that the baby looked like a Catherine 

she’d once known), but Tuerin translated this to ‘Celoan’ and said it was the name of the first 

Priestess of Thorion ‘and an excellent omen.’ (In fact, the first Priestess had been named 

Caroline, but languages were not Tuerin’s strong point.) 

Anne and Raghund’s child, Mark, was born on the due date and labour went smoothly. 

Anne was relieved that Mark was a ‘normal human’ without any Imperial blood in him; she 

and Rag had been off-planet and well away from Gray when she had conceived. Mark was 

much easier to handle than either Lilah or Cathy; he didn’t cry so much, and was happy to lie 

in his cot and wave his limbs around, watching what went on around him. Of course, there 

was a lot to watch. Lilah was inclined to be jealous of Cathy, sensing competition, and so she 

wasn’t allowed near the baby without supervision. Instead she adopted Mark, and wanted to 

cuddle him and pretend to feed him. At first Anne was frantically worried, but when she 

found that Lilah was actually caring for the child in a responsible way, she allowed her to 

nurse him under supervision. So Mark spent his days either feeding or sleeping or staring into 

Lilah’s eyes, and Lilah had a lovely time caring for her new ‘pet’. 

‘She’s learning how to care for pets,’ Greh said to Elma. ‘It’s good for her to learn to love 

someone other than herself.’ 

‘So long as she doesn’t brainwash him,’ replied Elma. 

‘I’m keeping a check on that,’ Greh assured her. 

But Greh’s child came suddenly, and almost in as much of a storm as Lilah. She awoke in 

the night at Faroan’s side, to appalling contractions. Moaning, she tried to crawl to the 

lavatory room. Faroan awoke, realised that she was in labour and called mentally for Tuerin, 

who was asleep down the corridor in Elma’s room, looking after Elma and Cathy. Tuerin 

came hot-foot, and calling for Duerah, who had to wake up, dress and hurry over to the 

government palace. The baby was born ten minutes after she arrived. 

Greh was stunned and exhausted, but at least this time she was able to feed the baby 

herself from the start. She was able to sit up in bed and greet visitors, which was just as well 

as many visitors came to see the new child. It was a true dragon-blooded Rhuaan, with chalk 

white skin and jet black hair, strong, energetic and noisy. Rehn came to see the baby, 

bringing her own acolytes with her; the acolytes of the Priestess of Thorion came; Faroan 

stepped through space to Thorion and brought back the Priestess herself, who was delighted 
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with the baby and almost forgave Faroan and Greh for having a relationship. ‘At last we have 

new dragon blood. Look at him! He’s a real dragon!’ 

Lilah came running in to see the baby, and stopped short in her tracks. The baby turned its 

great black eyes towards her, and looked at her; the short black hair on its head twitched. 

Lilah pulled a face. ‘He says I look funny!’ She moved towards the child to slap it, but 

stopped short. ‘Mummy! He won’t let me go!’ Then: ‘Mummy! Why are you all laughing at 

me? Stop it!’ 

‘Darling,’ said Greh, when she managed to stop laughing, ‘we’re laughing because we’re 

happy that you’re going to love and care for your little dragon brother so well.’ 

Lilah scowled and stared at the baby, who opened his mouth and yelled at her. She jumped 

backwards in fright. ‘He’s a roaring dragon!’ 

‘That’s a good name,’ said the Priestess, so ‘roaring dragon’ (Oroan) became the baby’s 

name, and the Priestess herself performed the naming ceremony a few days later. 

 

‘Aren’t you ever going to go home?’ Leel asked Faroan. They were in her blue office, 

overlooking the garden. They had been discussing the day’s debates in the Assembly, and 

Ray Lewis’s latest technological project in sector ten. Leel was sitting on a low chair by the 

window; Faroan was sitting on the floor, with a computer slab on his knee. He said he 

preferred to use a ‘proper’ computer, and Leel did not object. 

‘Greh will still be feeding Oroan,’ Faroan replied. 

‘I meant home to Thorion.’ 

‘Haven’t you noticed? I’ve moved home.’ 

‘What about your people on Thorion?’ 

‘I told you. I’ve appointed my representatives. They keep me informed about what the 

Priestess is up to’ – he tapped the computer slab. ‘And so I can stay here, with my wife and 

my lovers.’ 

‘I still worry that you might get someone else into trouble. Some of the Security guards, 

for example.’ 

Faroan gave her one of his slow, gentle smiles. ‘I’ve told you, it takes two to make a 

child.’ 

‘I don’t think that they have much choice when you’re around. Those big black eyes of 

yours; they make me realise why my ancestors rebelled.’ 

‘Oh?’ He looked up into her eyes, and she smiled. ‘I should never have let the dragon in. I 

should have forbidden Rose to have anything to do with Graham Bradley. I should have sent 

Aoan away when she came to help after Rose’s death. I should have banished you when you 

came to help Gray after little Lilah was born.’ 

‘Perhaps. But you didn’t.’ 

‘And now I have the dragon in my own home, and I can’t get rid of him.’ 

‘Do you really want to?’ 

‘I’m sometimes concerned that I’m being taken over too.’ 

‘Only sometimes?’ His smile grew broader, and he laughed at her; she laughed too. 

‘Aren’t I a good enough replacement for Elma?’ he asked, and she shook her head. ‘No 

one can replace Elma. And to think I recommended her to you!’ 

‘Never recommend a good official to another. They’ll steal them.’ 

‘You certainly did. And you’ve stolen Gray, too.’ 

‘Ah, but I’ve given you myself in compensation. And I do so much more.’ 

‘You mean, you stare into my eyes and try to make me forget that the only person I’ve 

ever loved is Rose.’ 

‘Yes. Because I think you’re also fond of Greh.’ 

‘Everyone has to be fond of Gray.’ 



134 
 

‘And of Elma.’ 

‘She’s a highly efficient and intelligent young woman.’ 

‘And me.’ 

‘You are just a seducer.’ 

‘Just? Isn’t seduction worth anything?’ 

‘Emotions are so fickle.’ 

‘But I’m not. I’m consistently seductive.’ 

She had to laugh at him, and he said: ‘Dear Leel! Always be your bossy, controlled self. I 

wouldn’t have you any other way.’ 

‘I’m just a challenge, then.’ 

‘If you fell into my arms, it wouldn’t be any fun.’ 

They both laughed, and he kissed her hand. ‘Let’s keep it like that,’ she said. ‘I really 

don’t think I can cope with any more emotional excitement in this place at the moment.’ 

They sat for a moment in silence, then Leel remembered something. ‘Talking of Thorion 

and the Priestess,’ she said, ‘reminds me: have you and Gray thought about how you’re going 

to educate your children?’ 

Faroan blinked at her. ‘I hadn’t thought about it. Lilah is still young for being schooled 

with others – Errehn and Rehn are teaching her elementary skills.’ 

‘And Oroso is teaching her how to order people about, as if she needed to learn that! But 

she will need to learn how to work with other people, and particularly other races; she needs 

to learn how to respect other races’ rights.’ Leel looked at him severely. ‘The Federation was 

built on mutual respect between races.’ 

‘I thought it was built on the blood of my murdered people,’ remarked Faroan mildly, ‘but 

you know that my people regard themselves as the guardians of all other races, so of course 

we respect them.’ 

‘But not in the way we want to be respected. You’re patronising; you treat us like children. 

You remember what the Priestess said when she spoke to the Federal Assembly.’ 

Faroan nodded. ‘But she admitted that the Federal races had grown up. We are trying to 

treat you like adults.’ His mouth twisted into a seductive smile: ‘it isn’t always easy.’ 

‘For you, you mean? I’d noticed.’  

‘You try so hard to pretend I have no effect on you.’ 

‘You could try harder to pretend you haven’t noticed.’ 

He laughed. ‘Very well. I admit that my people are not good at treating the Federal races 

like equals, and perhaps there is little point in trying. But Lilah should learn to respect other 

races’ rights. She needs to be taught with other Rhuaans, so that she learns how to respect her 

peers; and she needs to mix with other races and learn how to live with them rather than 

exploiting them. When she has learned all this, she may be fit to govern.’ 

‘Ah, so that’s what you plan for her. I wonder whether she’ll ever be fit for government.’ 

‘Not in the way you’re thinking, perhaps. But she has considerable powers of diplomacy 

and manipulation – she’ll do well in the right environment.’ 

‘But how are you going to have her taught with other Rhuaans? Are you going to send her 

to Thorion?’ 

Faroan shook his head. ‘Greh could not bear to have her daughter so far away, and I’d 

prefer to keep her under my eye. As I intend to remain on Trer beside Greh, Lilah should be 

taught with the Trerian Rhuaan children of Vairstown.’ 

‘Those hooligans? Are you sure?’ 

‘No, but the Priestess’s birds have been making a lot of difference; they’ve improved the 

ambiance of the planet and the local Rhuaans have settled down considerably. We can at least 

try it. And you’re right to mention it now, because Lilah needs something to occupy her 

mind. She’s been trying to practise turning into a dragon.’ 
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‘What?’ 

‘She saw her mother as a dragon while Greh was laid up expecting Oroan, and Greh 

explained to her that the dragon is our natural form, so she’s being out in the garden trying to 

do it. She stands in the sun to absorb energy and then shakes herself out, she says. So far 

she’s succeeded once, transferred herself across the park and ended up in the University 

Library, and scared two security guards into a blue fright. So she needs something to occupy 

her before she does herself a serious injury or causes an accident. School would be ideal.’ 

‘I’m glad I mentioned it, then.’ Leel smiled at him. 

‘I expect you sensed my concern about Lilah.’ 

‘You know I’m not a sensitive personality.’ 

‘You’re sensitive about people you care about.’ 

‘I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that when you say things like that.’ 

‘Would you be disappointed if I changed the subject?’ 

‘I think I’d be relieved.’ 

He smiled, a seductive but also amused smile. ‘Very well, then. Memnon’s officials report 

that the problem of congestion in the shipping lanes about Trer is reaching crisis point. You 

know the three moons aren’t in the same plane and have always limited times of approach to 

the planet – well, as traffic has increased over the last two decades, this is now causing 

considerable congestion, with ships in orbit about the planet sometimes for days before they 

can get a window for planetfall. Ray Lewis and Carl Poulson have suggested setting up an 

artificial moon as a transfer station where ships can planetfall rather than coming on to Trer, 

but Aoan and Greh think that this will only make the problem worse. I’ve been doing some 

calculations and I think that with a slight change to the orbit of the outer moon we can double 

the frequency and length of the approach windows. Have a look.’ He held out his computer 

slab to her. 

Leel winced – she never enjoyed using this device which connected directly with her 

mind, but she disliked allowing him to appear superior to her, so she put a hand into the 

dancing lights above the slab surface, let her mind relax and fill with the information he had 

prepared for her, and thought a few queries, for which the computer quickly found answers 

and channelled them straight into her mind. Faroan waited while her mind ran through the 

possibilities, then put one of his own hands into the lights, so that both their minds were 

linked. 

Well? What do you think? 

I agree the calculations, but how do you propose to move a planet? 

I think the Priestess’s birds can do it by force of mind alone – it doesn’t require a great 

adjustment – but they’ll need to work up to it. I’ll speak to her about it. 

Yes, do that. It could make an immense difference to Trer.  

It occurred to Leel suddenly that she was doing the strangest thing she could imagine: 

sitting in her favourite lounge, talking amicably to her childhood demon, discussing how the 

beings whom her forebears had fought to the death could do what her forebears had objected 

to – manipulate the galaxy around them. And she was not only agreeing to these evil beings 

interfering with her galaxy, but she was encouraging it. What was she doing? Had she gone 

mad? 

Then she felt Faroan’s gentle mind in her own, gently soothing and caressing, stroking 

away her concerns, assuring her that she was doing the right thing. She knew he was a 

seducer, that he could seduce a lump of rock, that he was an even worse seducer than Gray – 

who had got past Rose’s well-constructed defences. Faroan had slipped in under Elma’s door, 

he had undermined at least three of the fiercest young women in palace security, and she had 

heard that he seduced the Marys too – and Marys don’t even know what sex is, she told 

herself. But nevertheless, it was very pleasant to have a companion who flattered and flirted, 
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who teased and reassured, who made one feel valued; for it is very lonely at the top of 

government, and since Rose’s death Leel had had no close companion, only Gray as a friend 

– and she always saw him as Rose’s partner, not her own. Faroan was Gray’s partner, but 

Faroan was non-exclusive. He absorbed people, and if he absorbed her occasionally, she felt 

that overall she was entitled to a little relaxation. 

Faroan held her mind gently in his. A tired woman, he thought, a very tired, lonely 

woman. Greh was fond of Leel, but felt constrained from approaching Rose’s former partner 

– it would feel like theft. Faroan felt a great deal of sympathy for Leel – he knew what it was 

like to be tired, alone, with many to criticise and few to encourage. He liked to sit with her, to 

work with her, to help her carry her burden. He enjoyed teasing and flirting – it made her 

smile, and amused him. He took the computer slab gently from her and set it on the floor, and 

put his arms about her. She could doze in his arms and relax, and he would enjoy simply 

caressing her spirit and feeling her affection. 

 

So Lilah went to school, and hated it until she learned how to manipulate the other school 

children and the Rhuaan teachers, by being charming and friendly to everyone and working 

them round to doing what she wanted. With some people it’s necessary to push, but with 

most people it’s only necessary to give them a beautiful smile to coax them into believing 

that they want what you want. 

Greh and Errehn were relieved that their daughter had settled down at school, although 

they agreed that it hadn’t really solved the problem of her manipulative behaviour, only given 

her a larger field in which to operate. However, at least she wasn’t causing havoc in the 

government palace any more. They got reports from the teachers when she practised 

transferring and took half the class to the other side of town by mistake, and when she 

showed the class how to manipulate light and set fire to the desks, but generally life was 

quieter once Lilah was at school, and Oroan was able to crawl or toddle around the palace 

without his big sister descending on him and leading him into mischief. 

Meanwhile, Greh went to visit her grandchildren on Gustu. Despite Anja’s claims that she 

wanted Bill and Lysa to go off-planet and act as ambassadors for Gustu, or go into deep space 

with the space fleet, or whatever, it was clear that she was in no hurry to have her daughter 

leave the planet. Bill and Lysa were now raising a family, and it was Krissie who was likely 

to be leaving, as she was planning on going to Thorion to study in the scientific labs there. 

Bernie was doing well at school. Greh wondered whether Bill and Lysa would ever go on to 

advance in the space fleet as they had once planned, but at least they were happy. 

On Earth, Mick was getting settled in as President and Sophie and Greg had a second 

child. This one was definitely only Greg’s child—Greh had had no part in her. She had been 

newly pregnant with Oroan when Sophie’s most fertile day of the year had come around, and 

Greg had got in first. It was not until a week later that Greh felt well enough to get over to see 

Sophie again, by which time the foetus was embedded in Sophie’s womb and was starting to 

grow. Greh was distressed about this, and even more distressed by the fact that Sophie didn’t 

seem to mind. She had missed Greh, certainly, but she was still so happy with her work as 

priestess on Earth and all that there was to do that she had not had time to feel Greh’s absence 

deeply. Greh felt that somehow the Priestess of Thorion had stolen Sophie from him by 

giving her this post on Earth, then told himself that it was stupid to feel that way because the 

Priestess had possibly saved Sophie’s life on Trer and had certainly enabled her to take on a 

lifetime vocation that she loved … but still he felt that he had been forcibly separated from 

Sophie. She had been his dear heart, his sweet darling, who loved him with all her heart; she 

still loved him, but many more things had come into her heart. 

It was Greh’s mother who expressed it best, Greh felt. ‘She doesn’t need any of us now, 

duck,’ she said to him whenever he asked her whether she’d seen Sophie recently. ‘She 
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hardly ever comes to visit; says she’s too busy. She didn’t come to see her mum when she 

had ‘flu that time, just sent her a bottle of medicine.’ 

‘But it did cure her, mum,’ Greh pointed out. 

‘Yes, it did, but that’s not the point. She should have come. And that husband of hers! 

He’s got no manners. He never has a good word for anyone except Sophie, and if he had his 

way she’d never come to see any of us. He says we’re to leave her alone and let her get on 

with her job. Well, I ask you! If a girl can’t come and see her gran, what’s the world coming 

to?’ 

After Sylvie was born, Greh accompanied his mother and his Uncle Jon down to the 

Temple in Leicester to see the naming ceremony. The Priestess of Thorion was coming to 

perform the ceremony – a great honour, which showed how highly the Priestess thought of 

Sophie. Greh persuaded Mick to take a few hours off his official duties and come too, and 

one of Mick’s secretaries came with them, to conduct business via the caller and contact 

Mick if anything important needed his attention. Julie and David also came to see their 

second grandchild named, and Susie managed to take a few hours off work to attend. She 

didn’t really approve of these non-Christian ceremonies, but wanted to be supportive of her 

niece and family. Greh had been greatly tempted to bring Cathie and Oroan, but decided that 

it would be asking for trouble. Instead, he looked after young Neil during the ceremony, so 

that Greg could stand with Sophie by the Flame, while the Priestess performed the ceremony. 

The ceremony took place at mid-morning in the main Temple building, so that anyone 

who happened to be present could see events. As there were a great many people there – 

some came to seek medical help, some came looking for financial or social assistance or 

simply advice – the Temple hall was quite full. Sophie, wearing her ankle-length sky-blue 

priestess’s dress, and Greg, wearing a smart suit, stood holding baby Sylvie in their arms on 

one side of the blue Flame on its pedestal, and the Priestess stood on the other side, with a 

group of acolytes behind her, all in their sky-blue robes. Some of these were young Rhuaans 

who worked in the Temple with Sophie, while others had come with the Priestess. The family 

gathered at the front of the hall, near to the Flame, so that they could see events. The Priestess 

began proceedings by asking Sophie and Greg why they had come, to which they replied that 

they had come to ask God’s blessing on their child, and to give the child a name in the sight 

of God and of their family and all the people. 

Neil, holding Greh’s hand in the front row of the audience, looked up and said in a 

whisper: ‘Why is that lady asking questions?’ 

‘She’s making sure that everyone here can see what’s going on,’ Greh answered, in a 

whisper that spoke straight to his mind and was almost silent. 

‘Why isn’t Sylvie crying? She always cries.’ 

‘I think that the lady has asked her not to cry.’ 

‘I wish the lady would ask her not to cry more often,’ was Neil’s sad reply. 

Sophie and Greg passed Sylvie to the Priestess, who held her in her arms and said, ‘I 

welcome this child in the sight of God and of our family and of all the people. I name her 

Sylvia, and I bless her in God’s name. May she have a long and happy life in peace.’ 

Everyone made noises of agreement; some said ‘amen.’ The Flame burned tall and blue, a 

good sign. The Priestess kissed the baby on the forehead and handed her back to her proud 

parents, and Neil said to Greh, ‘Can we go and play now?’ 

‘I think so,’ said Greh, and he led his son out of the Temple and down the road to the 

nearest park, where they played hide and seek for an hour before lunch. 

Sophie had organised lunch for the whole family – a buffet affair in one of the large 

meeting rooms attached to the Temple. A number of outsiders managed to invite themselves, 

so there was quite a crowd. Greh carried Neil on his shoulders back from the park, Neil 

shouting: ‘Gee up, horsie!’ but his father refused to gallop. ‘This horse is trotting today. It’s 
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too tired to gallop.’ Having arrived at the lunch, he left Neil to entertain his mum and Susie 

with stories about how naughty Sylvie was: ‘She’s always crying, and she broke her rattle,’ 

and went to try to get a word with Sophie. 

‘I’m great, thanks darling,’ she said, smiling up into his face. ‘Are you OK? You’re 

looking tired again. I keep telling you that you’re too thin but you never do anything to look 

after yourself. You really should take more care, darling.’ 

He smiled self-deprecatingly. ‘I’m still getting over Oroan, and he’s another hungry baby 

– I’ll have to get back home soon to feed him. I thought that the Temple was very full today – 

your care services are developing well.’ 

‘Oh, yes! The youth care programme is going really well and our care in the community 

programme is fantastic. I have some great people in the team and more coming forward every 

day. And the Priestess has been asking me whether we can open up the baby transfer scheme 

yet. We’ve been working on it for some time – you know,’ as she saw puzzlement in Greh’s 

eyes, ‘it was my idea. Where a pregnant woman doesn’t want the baby, for whatever reason, I 

wanted to transfer it to another mother who does want it. We had a little trouble working out 

how to stimulate the growth of the womb and the cord to attach to the baby when it comes in 

to the new mother, but we’ve worked out a way of doing it now and we’ll be able to open up 

a new wing on the medical centre.’ 

‘Soph, darling, couldn’t you just persuade the girls that they do want the baby, and support 

them so that they are able to keep it? It seems – an infringement of their bodies.’ 

‘I know it’s a religious thing for you, darling, but honestly lots of people here don’t see it 

that way. We’ve been losing a lot of completely healthy babies because their mothers change 

their minds and don’t want them, and this way we can stop them being killed.’ 

Greh felt slightly sick at the thought, and shook back his hair in an effort to clear away the 

feeling. ‘OK, darling. It’s your work – the Priestess is supporting you, so do what you think’s 

best.’ 

‘I do.’ She grinned provocatively at him. ‘Darling, it’s going wonderfully. I’m so happy! 

I’m so sorry I couldn’t stay with you on Trer and I miss you a lot, but Greg has been so 

supportive and I’m really glad when you can come over.’ She smiled sweetly, and added: 

‘Are you coming tonight?’ 

‘If I may.’ 

‘Greg’s out at a Police Association meeting, so he won’t be around to feel jealous.’ Her 

provocative smile widened. ‘We’ll have a lovely time, darling.’ 

They did have a lovely time, and Greh left Sophie as much in love with her as ever, but 

very much aware that, as his mum had said, her work as priestess now came first for her and 

everything else, even her children, had to come second. He stayed long enough the following 

morning to walk to school with Neil and his nurse, one of the acolytes attached to the Temple 

– Sophie was too busy to walk with her son to school, and Greg was on duty. Neil said to 

Greh as they said goodbye at the school gates: ‘I hope you come back soon, because Sylvie is 

driving me mad, and no one seems to care.’ 

‘Try to keep Sylvie quiet,’ Greh said to the acolyte, who looked shocked and said, ‘of 

course I will, lord.’ 

The result of this was that Greh suggested to Sophie that Neil should be allowed to go and 

visit his grandparents at weekends and in the evenings, and eventually a system was worked 

out whereby two or three evenings a week David would pick his grandson up on his way 

home from work and take him home for the evening meal, bringing him back at bedtime. 

This made Neil feel slightly less neglected, although he continued to resent Sylvie. He felt 

better when his mum told him that another baby was coming, ‘a baby brother for you,’ and 

when Damien was born he felt that he had an ally at last. So now Sylvie felt outnumbered, 

and became querulous and even more difficult. The fact that his tall dad, ‘My proper dad,’ as 
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Neil called Greh, was also Damien’s ‘proper dad,’ was also a big plus in Neil’s opinion. 

Sylvie had only one dad, ‘my dark dad,’ and he wasn’t nearly as good a dad as the golden-

haired godlike figure who turned up most days to meet them out of school. Of course they 

didn’t see him for long each day because he had to live on another planet, ‘Because he’s vice-

president of the galaxy,’ Neil told his friends, but at least they did see him; when things were 

difficult at the police station they hardly saw their dark dad at all, and their mother always 

seemed to be working in the Temple. The children all agreed on one thing: they hated the 

Temple, where they had to behave themselves and which was always full of strangers and 

which their mother seemed to love more than she loved them. 

When Damien commented on this to their ‘proper’ dad, he looked rather bothered and 

said, ‘Yes, I’m sorry to say she loves it more than anything.’ 

‘Even you?’ prompted Damien. 

‘Even me.’ 

‘You ought to tell her off! You ought to have her arrested! You rule people, don’t you!’ 

‘Yes, but – I’ll have a word with her.’ 

Sophie just laughed it off. ‘They’re just being demanding. It’s a difficult time for them at 

school. Are you staying tonight, darling? Greg’s on late shift.’ 

So Greh stayed, and he and Sophie made love very passionately, and he knew he loved her 

as much as ever and was pretty certain that she had almost completely lost interest in him. 

Damien was right: she only loved her Temple. 

‘I blame you, duck,’ his mum said. ‘It was you who took her to Trer and introduced her to 

that Priestess woman.’ 

‘I didn’t take her, Mum. She took herself. And the Priestess introduced herself – I didn’t 

have anything to do with it.’ 

His mum sniffed, as if she didn’t believe him. ‘And what’s this I hear about you and Elma 

Strickland?’ 

‘Elma? She’s the President’s personal secretary.’ 

‘I hear she’s had your child.’ 

‘Not mine, Mum. Faroan’s.’ 

‘I heard it was yours. Are you going to marry her?’ 

‘We are pretty much married, Mum.’ 

‘I didn’t get invited to the wedding.’ 

‘I didn’t invite anyone. The Imperials just make vows together over the Flame, like the 

naming ceremonies.’ 

‘So did you make vows with Elma Strickland?’ 

Greh sighed. He hadn’t, and how could he explain to his mother that he and Elma lived 

together, and shared each other with Faroan? So he just said: ‘Yes, Mum. It was a few years 

ago now. We didn’t make a big fuss about it.’ 

His mother looked him up and down. ‘I don’t believe a word of it. I’m ashamed of you, 

Graham. I never thought you’d treat a girl like that.’ 

‘OK, Mum.’ He got up from the sofa. ‘If that’s how you feel, I’ll be on my way for now. 

Shall I call in next week?’ 

‘I’ll think about it.’ She wasn’t looking at him, so he bent and kissed her forehead, and let 

himself out. 
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10. Counting the Cost 

 

‘I wonder. Was it all worth it, do you think?’ 

Aoan propped up her head on her hand and looked up at Greh. They were sitting in the 

gardens of the government palace in Trer City. The sun was shining warmly – such a 

welcome change, she thought: clearly the Priestess’s birds and their web of peace were 

finally having some effect – and the whole of Greh’s ‘household’ had come outside to enjoy 

the summer evening. 

Lilah was playing with young Mark, a guessing game which involved him trying to read 

her mind, and then her trying to read his. Lilah, of course, could always read Mark’s mind, 

but Mark was getting better at guessing Lilah’s thoughts. Tuerin was watching over Cathy 

and Oroan, who were tending a small patch of garden that they had been allowed to plant 

with flowers. Cathy was showing her mother’s independence of mind by growing fly-

catching plants; Oroan was growing marigolds. Errehn was watching Lilah and chatting to his 

niece Tuerin. Mark’s mum and dad, Anne and Rag, were sitting on the other side of the 

garden pool under a tree, giggling and cuddling and fooling about, as lovers do. (Anne will be 

pregnant again soon, thought Aoan as she watched them.) Memnon was dosing in the sun , 

stretched out on the grass on her back with limbs spread out, like a large and very furry teddy 

bear (thought Greh) but with a pointed nose and long tail. Even Ray and Carl had left their 

respective offices in the Strategic Planning Unit early and had come to talk to Memnon, but 

were now sunbathing beside her on the grass. Memnon’s brother Ipse and some of her 

cousins and friends were padding in the garden pool, flicking water over each other with their 

tails and jumping about in glee. Elma was dozing with her head on Greh’s shoulder, and Greh 

was sitting upright, knees bent up and arms about them, looking out across the garden. His 

aura was yellowish, Aoan noted. Come to that, it usually was yellowish, but she put that 

down to his being stressed – was he still stressed, even now? 

‘What do you mean?’ she asked. 

‘This,’ said Greh, waving an arm around to encompass the whole scene about them. ‘It’s 

so peaceful and calm.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Was it worth it? Is this what we were fighting for?’ 

Aoan considered. ‘The Empire is restored – so, yes.’ 

‘I know,’ Greh retorted. ‘I didn’t expect to restore it quite like this.’ 

‘You thought we’d have to fight our way over the President’s threshold? But we couldn’t. 

We never had enough warriors or ships or firepower to take the Empire by force.’ 

‘You took it by subtlety,’ said Memnon, rolling on to her stomach and looking up at them, 

whiskers twirling. ‘You tricked, seduced and enticed your enemies and persuaded them to let 

you in.’ 

Greh shook back his golden hair. ‘Faroan’s with Leel now,’ he said, sourly, ‘I guess he’s 

well in.’ 

‘Greh!’ Aoan chided him. ‘Are you jealous?’ 

‘No. But Leel was Rose’s dear friend – it’s difficult watching her with someone else.’ 

Greh shook his hair again, so that it fell forward over his face. 

‘You know we can’t do anything about Faroan,’ said Elma sleepily, from his shoulder, ‘so 

there’s no point in fretting.’ 

‘I know.’ A heavy sigh. ‘I just think – Elma, did you expect this? This peaceful tedium of 

government? Or did you expect to be flying through the stars in a pirate’s star dancer?’ 

She sat up and looked him in the face. ‘I didn’t know. I just wanted to be with you, 

darling.’ 
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‘We set out to fight the Federation, and we won – but I never thought beyond that. I 

looked forward to the victory, but I never thought about the millennia of responsibility that 

would follow it.’ Another sigh. ‘Aoan, did you?’ 

‘Me? I’m not a governor. You know that. I’m a general. I start wars and I fight them – I 

don’t think about what to do after I’ve won.’ 

‘Perhaps you don’t expect to win,’ said Elma, with a grin. 

Aoan flashed her a brilliant, seductive smile. ‘I can always return for a second attempt,’ 

she retorted, and Elma blushed crimson. 

‘Everyone’s so happy – everyone seems to have what they want, even the Assembly is 

happy. You know, today the member for Houdain stood up and congratulated me on my 

beneficent government? And everyone applauded! And I sat there and thought: but I never 

wanted to be a beneficent government. I wanted to be a spaceship engineer, and then I was a 

freedom fighter, and a pirate – and now I have to govern the Empire. And government’s not 

fun. Power isn’t a game – it’s boring. Everyone says I’ve freed them from the stranglehold of 

Federal bureaucracy – but if I’ve freed them, it’s been at the cost of my own freedom. Aoan, 

do you ever think about running away?’ 

Aoan, Elma and Memnon regarded him with sympathy; Ray and Carl woke up and 

regarded him with suspicion. 

‘This is no time to be running away,’ said Ray. ‘Not now we’ve got everything on an even 

footing.’ 

‘Have you been to see any of your criminals recently, darling?’ asked Aoan gently. 

‘Not really. I don’t have time.’ 

‘I think you need to get out more. Memnon can go and sit in the Assembly for a couple of 

days.’ Aoan flashed a grin at Memnon, who waved her tail, put back her ears and said, 

‘Gladly, lord.’ 

‘Take Elma with you. She needs to get out with you.’ 

Elma pulled a face. ‘I don’t think I fancy any of your clubs,’ she said to Gray. ‘Faroan’s 

been telling me about Sarah, and I don’t think we’d get on too well. But we could tour some 

of the planets. You’ve never been round the Federation – I mean the Empire – as vice-

president. Leel could come too, if she likes. I’m sure people would like to meet you both in 

the flesh. And we could see some of the places we deal with every day in government, and 

that would help us make decisions.’ 

‘Are you suggesting we take the children, darling?’ asked Greh. 

‘We could do it in short trips. So Cathy and Oroan could come with us for one trip, and 

Lilah and Mark for another. It would be a good idea for Mark to come, because he’ll keep 

Lilah quiet, and I know Anne and Rag love travelling about.’ 

Greh considered. It would not be the same as his first travels about the Federation, when 

he was young, carefree and foot-loose, but it would be a welcome change and it would please 

the people. And, despite his claims of boredom, he did love making his people happy. 

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s do it. I’ll talk to Leel – when I can get Faroan away from her.’ 

 

Leel, however, although she approved the concept of an official tour, decided not to go with 

her vice-president. There was no point, she said, in their both being away from the heart of 

government together. If Gray went, he could introduce himself to the people as her successor, 

and impress them with his commitment to peace, fair government and justice for all, so that 

when he came to take over from her, he would be accepted without question. 

Faroan stayed on Trer with Leel, because – he said – he did not want to undermine or 

compete with Greh; but Greh knew it was because he was enjoying winding his way into 

Leel’s affections. Elma stayed with Faroan for part of the tour, and accompanied Greh for 

part of it, with Oroan and Cathy. Likewise, Aoan and Memnon took it in turns to travel with 
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Greh or stay on Trer and supervise the Federal Assembly. Errehn came for part of the tour, 

with Lilah. Lilah insisted that Mark, Anne and Rag came along with her, so that she could 

‘look after Mark,’ as she put it. Greh had his piratical escort with him for the whole of the 

tour; they were particularly pleased with themselves for sticking by their Lady Hyunnah 

throughout, while all of his usual companions came and went. Greh slept with them more 

frequently than he had recently, and felt better for it. 

The tour took a standard year in all, visiting more planets than Greh had previously 

realised existed. He slipped away through time and space to visit other loved ones throughout 

the tour, but he spent most of his time meeting his subjects and learning what their priorities 

were – and trying to think how best to meet them. He also reported back regularly to Trer, 

and government policy was adjusted in response to what he encountered, from farming 

subsidies to educational policies. The tour finally ended on Teren, where Greh made a formal 

visit to his spaceship development plant and had a long talk with Andrewes about current 

developments and future policies. He then went over to the archaeological dig, to see Aimee 

and Mike, and to bring Andy up to date with his activities. 

He found that Errehn was already there, having come across to Teren to meet him. He’d 

brought Lilah, who was chatting up the archaeology students and charming them into letting 

her do anything she liked, such as try out digging with their trowels, do chemical tests in the 

lab hut, and light the gas on the kitchen stove by producing a spark from her finger – 

fortunately she managed to do the last without blowing up the kitchen hut. Errehn greeted 

Greh enthusiastically with a hug and kiss, but Greh noted that Aimee was slightly distracted. 

However, Mike had plenty to say about the progress of excavation into the wood to the west 

of the Temple site, and Priestess Nayhn wanted to talk to him about allowing pilgrims into 

more of the old Temple complex, so Greh didn’t have time to ask Aimee what was wrong. 

While he was talking to Nayhn, Lilah came wandering down the site, weaving a daisy 

chain about her fingers. Greh was sitting on the grass at the foot of the Flame’s pedestal, 

while Nayhn stood nearby. The whole of this end of the site had been thoroughly cleared 

down to the original, paved ground level, and made safe so that pilgrims could come and go 

without having to clamber up and down a slope into a trench as had been the case when Greh 

and Nayhn had first come to Teren. Nayhn was telling Greh about the pilgrims who were 

coming regularly from Trer and other planets, ‘Not just our own people, but also the children 

– they say the Flame makes them feel stronger’ – when Greh became aware of his/her lovely 

daughter, standing just outside his direct line of sight. 

He flicked out his hair to find out what she was doing – Lilah could never be trusted to 

keep out of trouble – and realised that she was nursing some information which was troubling 

her. He flicked a thought to her to come and tell him what was wrong, but Lilah refused to 

budge – she always wanted a person’s full attention, not just a mental nod. 

‘Lady, excuse me a moment,’ he said to Nayhn, and looked towards his daughter. ‘Lilah! 

Do come over here and say hello to Lady Nayhn.’ 

Lilah smiled, that lovely smile which would certainly shatter hearts when she was older, 

and ran with open arms into Nayhn’s embrace, kissing her charmingly on the cheek. She 

smiled happily as Nayhn said, ‘Greetings, my beautiful Princess. How lovely you look this 

morning.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said Lilah, in that sweet voice which already made hearts tremble with 

happiness, ‘I’m so happy to be here with you, Lady Nayhn.’ 

Greh related wryly that Lilah had probably forgotten the Priestess’s name, but had simply 

lifted it from her mind when she needed it. 

‘Would you like to look into the Flame? Are you learning how to read it?’ Nayhn, still 

holding Lilah in her arms, turned so that the little girl could look into the rushing blue 
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brightness, but Lilah shook her head, letting her hair rise up around her head like a halo. 

‘Please read it for me, lady.’ 

Nayhn laughed. ‘It says that it’s good that you are here. Aren’t you going to be a priestess 

when you grow up?’ 

‘No, I’m going to help Mummy to rule the Empire.’ Lilah gave her mother a sweet smile, 

with just a hint of satisfaction in it. 

‘Yes, darling,’ said Greh sweetly. ‘You’re already excellent at reading auras.’ 

‘Are you?’ Nayhn rose to the bait at once. ‘What can you read, sweetness?’ she asked 

Lilah. 

Lilah looked at her, then her mother, then Nayhn. ‘Miss Aimee Neasden isn’t very happy,’ 

she said. ‘My Daddy has been talking to her, trying to make her happy, but now she’s even 

less happy.’ 

Greh’s hair sparked and fluffed out around his head. Lilah pretended that she hadn’t 

noticed, and continued: ‘Daddy says that he has to talk to her, because Mummy doesn’t have 

time, but Aimee Neasden says that she isn’t Daddy’s pet.’ 

I’m sure that she didn’t use the word ‘pet’, thought Greh, but that’s beside the point. 

‘When was this?’ he asked, a little too sharply. 

Both Nayhn and Lilah noted the sharpness. ‘This morning, before you arrived, Mummy,’ 

said Lilah. ‘Daddy told me not to tell you, so I haven’t. I told Lady Nayhn, and you 

overheard.’ 

Typical of Lilah, thought Greh, jumping to his feet. ‘Thank you, duck,’ he said, pausing to 

kiss her forehead, and then running off down the camp. 

‘That was very clever, sweetness,’ said Nayhn, smiling at Lilah. 

Lilah smiled back at her triumphantly. ‘I’m always clever,’ she said. 

Greh ran down to Aimee’s caravan. He could feel her energy field inside – she was 

agitated – and he could sense Errehn also – he was with her. He knocked quickly on the door 

and went inside. 

Aimee was sitting on her bed, and Errehn was sitting on the floor in front of her. His hair 

was just sinking back on to his shoulders – he had obviously been radiating energy, and to 

judge from Aimee’s mental state, he had been trying to mind-turn her. Aimee jumped to her 

feet the moment she saw Greh, and threw herself at him; he caught her in his arms and held 

her tight. 

‘Gray! Keep this mind-turner off me!’ 

Greh looked over Aimee’s shoulder at Errehn and demanded, ‘What have you been doing 

to my lover?’ 

‘You haven’t been looking after her,’ retorted Errehn. ‘You have a duty to look after your 

thralls, and you haven’t. You’ve left Aimee alone – she’s been longing for you – I’m your 

partner, so it’s my duty to look after her if you won’t.’ 

‘Mike’s my lover too. Are you also after him?’ 

Errehn looked a little abashed. ‘I’ve always preferred Aimee. You know that.’ 

‘Just because I’m not here all the time! Did she invite you?’ 

‘No. But I felt her longing.’ 

‘That was for me, not for you.’ 

‘I thought it might be for me, too.’ 

‘It wasn’t.’ 

‘If you don’t mind,’ said Aimee, faintly, ‘I can answer for myself, darling.’ 

Greh let go of her, and she turned to face Errehn. ‘I’ve told you, Errehn, you’re a really 

nice person, and I do like you a lot, but I’m not for you. I’m for Gray.’ 

‘But I’m his partner, so it’s the same thing.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. Perhaps it is for you, but it isn’t for me.’ 
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‘But you’re really lonely, and so am I, and I thought we should get together.’ 

‘And I said no.’ 

‘But you know he’ll never spend time with you. He has so many lovers. So you and I 

could be really happy together.’ 

‘I told you, no.’ 

‘But I can make you happy. If you’ll just let me.’ 

Greh decided to intervene. ‘Errehn, I’ve told you before. You have to let humans decide 

for themselves. And Aimee says no.’ 

‘But she’s silly. I could make her very happy, just as well as you, and she’s missing you, 

and I know you’re not going to come back—‘ 

‘Hello, Aimee,’ said a voice from behind them. ‘Don’t listen to my daddy. Would you like 

to come and play with me instead?’ 

Aimee and Greh turned, and saw Lilah standing behind them: three foot six of golden hair, 

big dark eyes, long graceful limbs and the sweetest smile imaginable. Aimee managed to 

cough, then found herself held rigid in that beautiful, entrancing gaze. 

‘Yes,’ she said faintly. ‘I’d love that.’ 

 

It was some hours later, when Greh had packed Errehn and Lilah off back home to Trer on 

Errehn’s stardancer, that Greh finally got a chance to talk to Aimee again. 

‘I hope Lilah treated you well,’ he said. 

‘She was completely charming.’ Aimee managed a smile. ‘She just told me what to do, 

and I did it. And all the time I felt as if it was the thing I’d always wanted to do best in the 

world.’ She shook her head ruefully. ‘Greh, how does she do it? She’s much worse than you.’ 

‘I know.’ (A wry smile.) ‘She does it to me, too.’ 

‘She’s going to be an absolute tyrant! No one will be able to stand up to her! She could 

take over the Empire!’ 

‘Probably not – it would be too much like work, and Lilah doesn’t like working. No, she’ll 

just use it to charm everyone into making her life comfortable. I’ll send her to govern the 

most obstructive and difficult sector in the Empire, and she’ll charm them into being peaceful 

taxpaying citizens.’ 

‘Is she what the old Empire was like? Was the governor in the Lo Man Swee like that?’ 

‘I think Lilah’s much worse than anything in the Lo Man Swee.’ 

‘What does the President think of her?’ 

‘She says that she’s a manipulative little minx, who’ll be an enormous help in 

government.’ 

‘But Lilah is exactly what the Great War set out to destroy!’ 

‘Ah, but now we have Marys running the government. And Lilah can’t seduce Marys.’ 

‘Are you sure? Your daughter could seduce a black hole in space.’ 

Greh hugged her to him. ‘Has Lilah left you totally traumatised, or do you have any 

affection left for me?’ 

She smiled wanly at him. ‘I think I might manage some affection for you, darling.’ A 

pause. ‘There’s just one thing. Why didn’t Lilah go after Mike?’ 

Greh grinned. ‘Mike’s too hard a nut even for Lilah to crack!’ He sobered, and looked 

Aimee in the eye. ‘I think Lilah’s responding to your longing for me, darling. I know 

Errehn’s right – I should look after you better. Would you rather have a lover who comes to 

see you more regularly?’ 

‘NO!’ Aimee was angry. ‘You know I only want you.’ 

‘But you’ve always refused to marry me, darling. You could have someone else.’ He took 

a deep breath – this was going to hurt him, but it had to be said. ‘I can release you, darling. 

I’ll let you love someone else.’ 
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She made a rude noise. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You know it isn’t your mind-twisting that 

makes me love you. I loved you before I ever met you. And anyway we are married, pretty 

much.’ 

‘We’re not – you won’t have me.’ 

‘What do you think we’re doing now?’ 

He looked at himself, and at her. ‘I’m hugging you. I’m about to make love to you. What 

do you mean, darling?’ 

‘And how often do we do this?’ 

‘About once a week, darling. Whenever you call me.’ 

‘And how long have we been doing this, once a week?’ 

‘About twenty-five years. A bit longer. I’m not sure.’ 

‘I’d say that’s as good as marriage,’ his beloved told him firmly, and kissed his nose, so 

that he went cross-eyed looking at her. ‘You’re just making difficulties, as usual.’ 

‘I’m married to Sophie,’ he reminded her. ‘I married her because you wouldn’t marry me.’ 

‘You’re not. You hardly ever see her.’ Aimee gave him a triumphant grin. ‘I knew she was 

a waste of time! You see much more of me than you do of her.’ 

‘Yes, OK.’ He smiled and shook his head at her. ‘You win, darling. Can I make love to 

you now?’ 

‘Go ahead. What are you waiting for?’ 

He could have said: ‘For you to stop arguing,’ but he knew when to give in and get on 

with kissing her. However, when he made love to Aimee he discovered that Lilah had been 

interfering with her electro-magnetic field, and decided to have a word with her when he got 

back to Trer. 

It was the following morning, over breakfast, that he broached the subject. ‘Lilah, what 

did you do with Aimee yesterday? I think you wore her out.’ 

The golden vision of loveliness shrugged. ‘I was just amusing her, Mummy. I know you 

don’t have time, and pets need to be looked after.’ 

‘Daddy says they need lots of attention,’ put in Oroan, from his seat on a cushion on the 

other side of the table. Meals were eaten seated on floor cushions around a low table – this 

suited all races except humans, so that humans just had to put up with it. 

‘And my Mummy says he works too hard at it,’ Cathie added, giving her half-brother a 

critical look. 

‘I think you did a bit too much, duck,’ said Greh to Lilah. 

Lilah put down the piece of flat bread that she was eating and looked her mother straight 

in the eye. ‘Don’t be silly, Mummy. You know Aimee was unhappy, and you’ve been 

worried because you can’t get to her enough.’ 

Was it really so obvious? wondered Greh. 

‘Yes, it is. And I can go over to see her every day after school quite easily and look after 

her for you. So you don’t need to worry.’ 

Greh’s hair sparkled in surprise. ‘It’s a long way to Teren, duck. It’s too far for you to 

transfer.’ 

‘No, it isn’t,’ interrupted Oroan. ‘Lilah’s gone further than that.’ 

‘She took us to Taratradene to see the red mountains,’ said Cathy. 

Greh’s aura lurched in shock. ‘Is this true, duck?’ she asked her daughter. 

‘Oh yes. Don’t worry, Mummy. I’ve had lots of practice.’ She smiled at Greh happily. ‘I’ll 

take you over before school, if you like.’ 

Greh considered her daughter carefully, and then said, ‘Yes, OK. Let’s do that.’ 

So after breakfast, while Oroan and Cathy got ready to go off to school, Lilah took her 

mother’s hand and stepped her into the void and out of it. Greh, half expecting to have to pull 
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her daughter out of the void, was surprised, pleased and a little abashed to find herself on 

Teren, outside Aimee’s lab hut. 

‘Come on, Mummy,’ said Lilah, pushing the door into the hut open – and Greh, open-

mouthed with surprise at her daughter’s abilities, followed without comment. Lilah stepped 

into the hut, saying, ‘Hello, Aimee!’ and jumping into Aimee’s arms; and Greh was left 

standing on the threshold, watching in amazement as her daughter hugged Aimee Neasden, 

then hugged several of the students in the hut, then jumped up on to a lab stool and said, 

‘Show me what you’re doing,’ and watched as the students and Aimee ran around fetching 

things to show her. 

Greh sat down on the floor in a corner to watch. Lilah was clearly in fine form – the 

humans were running round like her devoted slaves – and her mother was relegated to the 

role of observer. Lily White, passing by Greh, remarked, ‘Your daughter’s lovely, isn’t she?’ 

and Greh could only respond, ‘Yes.’ I don’t have a role in this performance, she thought to 

herself; this is Lilah’s show, and she’s doing it to show me what she can do. 

As Aimee and her students fussed around the beautiful child, putting things in front of her 

and showing her what they were doing, the door to the hut opened again and Andy 

Hagenmuller came in. Accustomed to Andy’s inability to show emotion, Greh expected Andy 

to greet Lilah formally and then get on with his work; but Lilah turned and gave Andy an 

enormous smile of welcome, and a cry of: ‘Andy! Come and hug me,’ – with her lovely arms 

held out to him. Greh watched as Andy obeyed, hugging her as instructed, kissing her on the 

cheek, bending over her to see what she was doing, talking to her as her devoted slave. Lilah 

said, ‘Are you going to have a picture of me in your journal, Andy? You promised I could be 

in your journal,’ and Andy said, ‘Absolutely! You’ll be there,’ and kissed her on the cheek. 

Greh looked at Andy’s electro-magnetic field, or aura, and saw total devotion there. 

Lilah’s aura showed genuine affection and caring. She’ll be a good dragon-lord, she thought: 

she really does care about her ‘pets’, even though she regards them as lesser beings than 

Rhuaans. Dear Andy, I could never seduce him, and even Aoan has got no further than a 

respectful ‘Thank-you, ma’am!’ But he’s all over Lilah. Lilah has got through his defences. 

The next few years are going to be quite interesting. Lilah’s already shown leadership 

quality, and now she’s showing caring concern for the ‘children’. As long as I can stop her 

leading the less able Rhuaans astray, she has a fine future ahead of her. And I can stop 

worrying about Aimee – if I can’t get to her, Lilah will look after her for me. 

 

This was the beginning of a new trend in Imperial propaganda. Until now, Andy had supplied 

the fan journals with images and news about Greh, Aoan and Faroan, and to a far lesser 

degree about the Priestess on Thorion and her acolytes. There would be a small amount of 

information about government policy – such as the Priestess’s success in improving 

environmental conditions on Trer – but the emphasis was on the beautiful Imperials and their 

personalities. But now the children began to make their appearance, with short news items 

about Lilah, Oroan and Cathie, and then information about Greh’s older children: Rehn and 

Horlerh’s children on Trer, and Anja’s children on Gustu. There were pictures of the young 

ones at school, taking part in sport and in activities at home, and the older ones at work. Greh 

persuaded Andy not to include anything about Sophie’s children, as in public he liked to let 

Greg take responsibility for them – it saved another row with his mother. But Lilah, Oroan 

and Cathie appeared frequently, and to judge from readers’ responses it was clear that they 

loved to see the children and expected to see them when Greh appeared in public. 

So Greh began to take them out with him/her when he went out on official duties. They 

would come into the Federal Assembly and sit watching events, at least for part of 

proceedings. They even went out by themselves to functions of interest to children, such as 

the opening of a new care centre for Mary babies on Trer, and a new school for all races on 
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the nearby planet of Benne. Lilah absolutely loved these occasions: she was always presented 

with a large bunch of flowers, and she would smile beautifully at the crowd, radiating joy, so 

that everyone who saw her was happy with her. Oroan found these occasions boring, but he 

went because his mum asked him to go and he knew it was part of his official duties as her 

son. Cathie went because her mum and dads asked her to go, and because she was going to be 

a priestess when she grew up and so this, she told herself, was part of her training. Sometimes 

the pushy crowds drove her mad with frustration, but she would practise deep breathing and 

centring herself and concentrating on silence in her heart. 

The one place they did not go was Earth, because Gray wasn’t anxious to draw his 

mother’s attention to his relationship with Elma and with Faroan. His mother knew about 

Anja, and she knew that Anja was still alive, so she assumed that he must have left Anja for 

Elma, and commented from time to time that she had heard that Gray was still living with 

Elma and that he should either marry her or go back to Anja. Gray would try to reassure her 

and kept his visits short. However, he went regularly to see Sophie and their children, and 

also to see Mick, who needed plenty of attention to keep him happy – Mick had never settled 

as president of Earth and still hated the job, and Gray was wondering which of his 

subordinates he could promote to replace him. Sophie was always very happy to see her 

husband and always asked him to stop overnight, and talked incessantly about her plans for 

Earth. She still loved her job as priestess of Earth more than anything else, including Greg 

and the children. Gray and Greg tried to avoid each other, but occasionally they met by 

accident, and then they would scowl at each other and exchange monosyllables. 

Neil and Damien were very happy to see ‘their tall dad’ whenever he came to pick them 

up from school. They would ask him why he couldn’t tell their mum to be at home more, or – 

failing that – why he couldn’t take them to live in his big palace on the other side of the 

galaxy. ‘Our teacher was telling us about it,’ said Damien one afternoon. ‘She says it’s made 

of platinum, and it glows in the dark!’ 

Gray smiled lovingly at his youngest son. ‘Not really, duck,’ he said. 

‘But can we come and see it?’ 

‘One day, when you’re older.’ 

‘Why can’t we come now?’ 

‘You need to work at your school work.’ 

The boys grumbled, but accepted this, as their mum and ‘other dad’ were always on at 

them about school work too. Behind them as they walked home from school, trailing along at 

the back, was their sister Sylvie, Greg’s daughter, dreamy and ‘only half there’ as Neil put it. 

She knew that Gray wasn’t her dad and never spoke to him, confining herself to nodding or 

shaking her head when addressed. Gray, who still felt guilty that he hadn’t contributed to 

Sylvie’s conception, tried to make a connection with her, but found it impossible to get past 

her mental barriers. Sylvie was chronically shy, and absolutely terrified of any adult beyond 

her mum and dad. 

‘Why can’t you bring our cousins to visit us here?’ demanded Neil. 

‘They have to get on with their school work, too.’ 

‘What’s their school like?’ asked Damien. 

‘Very like yours, but most of the children there are Imperials like me, or Gustu, or Marys.’ 

‘Does Mark go there too?’ asked Neil. He had learned somehow – Gray didn’t know who 

had told him – about Anne’s son Mark and that he had two human parents. 

‘Yes. Lilah helps him with his lessons.’ 

‘Like a big sister! I don’t want a big sister,’ jeered Neil. 

Gray felt Sylvie’s wince, and wished he could do something to help the child. She was so 

frail inside, and so unhappy, as if she knew she had missed out on the strength that her two 

brothers received from their ‘tall dad’. 
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When they got back to the children’s home, Sophie was there with a group of her acolytes, 

holding some sort of ‘Temple support’ meeting. She jumped up to greet Greh with a warm 

embrace, said: ‘Darling! How lovely! Are you staying this evening? Greg will be late back,’ 

and she shoo’ed the children upstairs ‘to do your homework.’ Then she ushered Greh into the 

lounge, where the acolytes were seated on the floor in a circle, meditating on the sphere of 

life ‘or whatever it is they do,’ thought Greh, irritated by the presence of this group when he 

would have preferred to talk to his beloved in peace. ‘This is Lord Greh, my husband,’ 

Sophie was saying to the group, ‘and he’ll help us set up the ring of light – won’t you, 

darling?’ 

He blinked at her. ‘I don’t know anything about this, darling.’ 

‘I’ll explain later. We’ve got everything ready; it only needs us to set the spark. We’re 

going to have a big launch at the Temple next week. I thought you could come, and bring the 

children with you – it would be good for them to take part.’ 

‘All of them?’ Why did his wife’s enthusiasm so often make him feel worn out? 

‘Yes, why not? Cathie’s going to be a priestess, isn’t she? – so it will be good practice for 

her. And I’m sure that Lilah and Oroan would like to meet the rest of the family.’ 

‘I expect that Anne and Elma would like to come, too.’ 

‘Oh, yes, do bring them! They can take the children to see their grandparents afterwards. It 

will be lovely, darling.’ She put an arm around his waist and looked up into his face, her own 

face aglow with happiness. ‘Darling – you’re looking pale again. Sit down, and we’ll weave 

you some peace.’ She urged him to sit in the middle of the circle, and joined her acolytes at 

the edge of it, linking hands and letting her hair rise up to join the mesh of their hair, arching 

over him. 

Why do I resent this? Why shouldn’t my wife try to make me relax? But Greh felt that he 

would rather have been alone with Sophie, just the two of them … then the cool pressure of 

their ‘web of peace’ settled over him, wiping out his anxious thoughts, at least for a while. 

That evening, while Greg worked on late shift, Sophie sent the children off to bed early, 

and took Greh to her bedroom to romp and play and make love; and Greh knew that he loved 

her and longed for her as much as ever, and that she was thinking about her Temple most of 

the time she was with him. He asked her about the ‘ring of peace’, and she explained it – her 

plan to reduce crime and violence on Earth – and when he said: ‘But, darling, I control most 

of the crime anyway, and you’ll reduce human ingenuity and independent thought,’ she just 

said, ‘This will be much better, darling. Now, lie down, and I’ll massage you – you’re 

looking so tired.’ 

‘I miss you a lot, darling,’ he said, lying back as instructed and closing his eyes. 

‘I miss you too, darling. But I’m so busy here – don’t frown, just relax’ – and as she 

massaged him, he felt the cool cloud of peace settle over him again. Oh, Sophie, I don’t want 

peace – I just want you … 

He left the house before Greg was due back, and went for a walk down the familiar streets 

in the cool night air, hoping to clear his head. Turning a corner, he saw Greg walking towards 

him, hands in pockets, shoulders slouched tiredly. Greh hesitated, expecting Greg to react 

aggressively when he saw him, but the human just nodded at him as he approached. 

‘Is Soph OK?’ he asked. 

‘She was when I left her.’ 

‘Still fussing over her ring of peace?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘She’s trying to do us both out of a job,’ said Greg, halting a few paces from Greh. 

‘That’s true. Should we fix up a bit of crime and violence, just to annoy her?’ 

Greg laughed shortly. ‘She’d see through it,’ he said, ‘and lecture us on the crime of 

rebellion.’ 
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Greh nodded. ‘I’ll see you at the ring launch next week,’ he said. 

‘See you there,’ said Greg, and walked on past him. 

Greh continued on his way. We’re two males who both love Sophie, he thought, and who 

sometimes wish we didn’t. 

 

The following week Greh got his children together, and his partners on Trer, and transported 

most of them to Leicester. Memnon said firmly that she and Ipse, and the rest of her Mary 

team, would stay where they were and keep government running: ‘We’re not really interested 

in this peace-weaving, Emron.’ Ray and Carl each assured Greh separately that there was no 

point in their coming: ‘This priestess-y stuff isn’t really for us, Gray,’ ‘It’s not really 

scientific initiative, is it? We’ll get some serious science into it sometime, but there’s a lot 

else to get done first.’ And Errehn, much to Greh’s relief, didn’t want to come, even though 

Lilah was going; he said that he and Rehn were organising their mother’s 400
th

 birthday 

celebration, but Greh knew that he really didn’t want to have to see Sophie. 

Aoan talked Faroan into coming, partly to keep him away from Leel. Elma and Anne were 

coming to Leicester, to support Sophie and to see their own families. All the young children 

would attend. Tuerin decided that she would come as well, to see how Sophie was doing 

things on Earth, and because she had hardly seen Sophie since she left Trer and wanted to 

catch up with her. Horlerh’s daughter Meissen, who had never seen her father until she grew 

up – because Horlerh had turned so thoroughly against Greh during her pregnancy – decided 

that she would come too. She wanted to see her father’s home and meet some of her human 

relatives. 

So it was a large crowd that arrived from Trer at the Temple early on the morning of the 

ceremony. Sophie and her acolytes greeted everyone and sent them to sit in the sun in the 

grassy courtyard/garden around the Temple. The young children ran around, chasing each 

other, while the older ones and adults sat and chatted. Meissen got out her caller and called 

her mum on Trer to let her know she’d arrived safely: ‘It’s fine here, Mum, nice weather, 

sky’s a good shade of blue and they have birds and flowers just like at home.’ This wasn’t 

strictly true, but it would keep her mother happy. Tuerin wandered off to the care centre 

attached to the Temple, and talked her way into a tour of the facilities. Lilah organised a 

game of hide and seek, and the young children scattered to find places to hide. 

In the Temple, Sophie’s own children had accompanied their mum on her instructions, ‘I 

need you to come today, darlings,’ and were now mooching around behind the scenes, utterly 

bored. Sylvie wandered out in to the main hall – her mum had told her to stay out of sight, but 

she was so fed up that she didn’t care. Standing by the blue Flame, she wished bitterly that 

she could get away from Earth and go and live with the ‘tall dad’ that Neil and Damien loved 

so much, or that she and her own dad could go away from this place where her mum seemed 

to care about everyone except them … 

‘Oh!’ said a voice. ‘Who are you?’ 

Sylvie almost jumped out of her skin and spun round. She found herself looking at a 

beautiful figure, probably about Neil’s age but more slender, female and golden-haired and 

with floaty clothes and somehow all glowing and glorious … she realised that she was 

gawping, and closed her mouth with a snap. 

The other seemed to float towards her, golden hair swirling around her head, just like the 

‘tall dad’s’ hair did. She halted a few feet from Sylvie and looked her in the eye – Sylvie felt 

a jolt in her mind, and then the other said: ‘You’re Sylvie! Mummy told me about you. 

You’re so sweet! Come and be my friend’ – and held out both hands to her. Sylvie walked 

forward at once and took them, and felt the whole of existence dissolve around her. 

 

‘Mum, I can’t find Lilah,’ cried Oroan. 
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Greh looked down at her son. ‘I thought she was playing hide and seek with you.’ 

‘She was. She went to hide and she’s vanished. Her aura’s gone. I can’t feel her 

anywhere.’ 

‘She’s cheating again,’ said Cathie. ‘She’s hidden in the void and she knows we can’t 

follow her there.’ 

‘I tried once and I got stuck and Aoan had to rescue me,’ said Oroan. ‘Lilah does it on 

purpose.’ 

Greh sighed. This was the first she’d heard of that incident – clearly Aoan had thought it 

best to keep it quiet. ‘I’ll go and look for her, duck,’ she said. ‘Back in a moment,’ and she 

reached into the void and let herself slide away … 

Lilah? Lilah, duck, where are you? Oh – there you are. Whom have you got there? What, 

Sylvie? 

She’s really sweet and I’m keeping her. She’s my pet! 

‘She’s not your pet, she’s my step-daughter – you can’t keep her.’ 

‘I want her!’ 

‘Lilah – I know she’s sweet, and you’ve done very well to break her out of her shell, but 

you can’t have her!’ 

‘Shut up, Mummy, I’m keeping her!’ 

There was a short tussle, as of a mother and child over a favourite toy which has to be 

given back to its proper owner, and then both dragons and Sylvie fell out of the void and 

landed on the grass outside the Temple, right in front of Oroan and Cathie. Sylvie cried out 

with shock at being returned so suddenly to physical form and awareness, and then found that 

she was looking into the face of another dragon, but a dark-haired, more handsome dragon. 

‘Hello, Sylvie,’ said Oroan, suddenly shy. 

‘Hello.’ 

‘I’m Oroan. I’m your half-brother.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you.’ 

Shy hands were held out and shaken tentatively. Shy glances met. Cathie giggled. 

‘Why don’t you two go for a walk and get to know each other,’ said Greh quickly. ‘Lilah, 

have you spoken to Sophie yet?’ 

‘No’ (crossly), ‘I didn’t find her – I met Sylvie.’ 

‘I thought you were going to ask her how she does things here?’ 

‘I’d rather talk to Sylvie’ (smouldering anger). 

‘Dad,’ said another voice, ‘have you seen Sylvie? She’s wandered off.’ 

Lilah swung round to rebuke this human who called her mother ‘Dad,’ and then stopped 

short. Cathie and Greh watched with interest as her hair flew out in a golden halo, and her 

mouth dropped open. 

‘You’re Neil,’ she said. 

‘Yes,’ said that boy, puzzled and somewhat startled at being addressed by the most 

beautiful creature he had ever seen. 

‘We must talk’ – and Lilah seized his arms and dragged him away. 

‘Dad! What’s she doing?’ Damien demanded. ‘And why are you laughing?’ – turning to 

Cathie, who was splitting her sides. 

‘Lilah’s made a killing,’ spluttered Cathie. 

‘Damien,’ said his father, in tones of great patience, ‘let me introduce you to your half-

sister Cathie. Cathie, this is Damien. Are you two coming to Sophie’s ceremony? Because I 

think your brothers and sisters have gone.’ 

‘We’d rather not, Dad,’ said Cathie. ‘Are there any nice parks round here we could go and 

play in?’ 

‘Not close by,’ said Damien. ‘There’s a good sweetshop just down the road.’ 
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‘Dad, have you got any money?’ asked Cathie. 

‘Yes, duck’—handing her some – ‘try not to rot your teeth. See you both later. Be careful.’ 

‘Yes, Dad,’ – and they both ran off, leaving Greh alone on the grass outside the Temple. 

As they vanished into the distance, Aoan walked up. 

‘I thought the children were coming to the ceremony?’ she remarked. 

‘So did Sophie.’ 

‘That girl was ever the optimist. She’ll have to manage without them.’ 

Greh looked after Damien and Cathie, and said: ‘I hope they’ll be OK. Cathie doesn’t 

know the Earth at all, and she isn’t very good at mind-twisting or transferring herself out of 

trouble.’ 

‘Faroan’s somewhere around. I think he’s gone to look round the care centre with Tuerin 

and Meissen. He can go and keep an eye on the children.’ 

 

An hour later, the Temple was packed with friends, family and the general public. Sophie had 

arranged herself and her acolytes at the Flame, and her family and their close friends in a 

circle around the Flame, then everyone else behind them. She had complained to Greg and 

Greh, separately and then together, about the children’s absence, and both men had said (in 

very similar tones, noted Aoan with amusement), ‘Yes, duck, I know you wanted them here, 

but they got bored and went off to play. I think you’re better off without them – they’d only 

disrupt proceedings.’ 

Sophie trotted around, chatting to people and gently urging them into the position where 

she wanted them to stand. Greh and Greg found that they were standing together, and moved 

apart as if magnetically repelled. Aoan, noticing this, moved to stand between them before 

Sophie could come and intervene. Greh looked round for Faroan, wondering whether his 

spouse was coming, but Aoan said softly, ‘He’s keeping an eye on the children.’ On Greh’s 

other side, Elma was chatting to Anne. Julie and David stood on the other side of Greg, and 

Julie looked across at her younger brother, mouthing: ‘Was this your idea?’ 

‘No!’ he mouthed back, and she shrugged and looked away, apparently mollified. 

Sophie had got everyone where she wanted them, and now stood by the Flame, raised her 

hands for silence and began to speak, welcoming everyone and explaining what she was 

doing. Greh found that he was watching her rather than listening: his beautiful Sophie, his 

lovely niece. He was proud of her, possessive of her, and unable to reach her. She’d moved 

beyond him – she’d used him as a stepping stone to her true self, and she was happy, and he 

should be happy for her. But like the parent who cannot let a child go, he found that he was 

resentful, hurt and jealous, that he wanted to share her glory with her, and he hated being left 

behind. 

Her favourite story was always Cinderella, he thought. At the end of the story Cinderella 

marries her prince and goes to live in the palace. I never asked what happened next, but of 

course she could never be content with just being a princess – she has to run something, she 

has to be busy, she made princessing into a career and left the prince behind. 

‘I know, it’s hard,’ said a familiar voice, ‘but I did warn you.’ 

Greh blinked: he was not in the Temple, but standing on grass, under trees, in the 

sunshine. He looked to see who was speaking to him, and saw Julie Smythe leaning on a tree 

trunk nearby, watching him. She straightened up and walked towards him. 

‘I told you she’d break your heart,’ she observed. There was some sympathy in her voice, 

but Greh could only think how much she reminded him of his big sister. 

‘Well, she is my great-great-lots of greats granddaughter,’ Julie Smythe said. ‘So what do 

you think of Sophie’s ring of peace?’ 

‘It’ll never work. Humans don’t do peace.’ 
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She nodded. ‘Of course they don’t. They’re squabbling children, but this will calm them 

down a bit, and you may be able to settle Volyn.’ 

‘Do I want to?’ 

‘Because your criminals are making lots of money there? Oh, you do want peace. You 

definitely do. Get out while you’re winning, that’s what I say. And believe me, I’ve had 

plenty of practice.’ 

‘You and your friends.’ 

‘Me and my friends.’ 

He shrugged; there was a kind of menace in her voice, a decided: ‘Don’t mess with the 

gods,’ and he decided not to go there. ‘OK; so I get out of Volyn. Where else can I go?’ 

‘Don’t make me laugh! There are plenty of places where you can make a dishonest pile 

while you try to establish authority. Just always remember to get out while you’re winning.’ 

‘No doubt you’ll be here to remind me.’ 

She shrugged. ‘I might.’ 

He was back in the Temple. Sophie was just finishing her ring of peace; there were strands 

of light criss-crossing the vast hall of the Temple – people had their arms raised, catching the 

strands of light – the acolytes were singing. Greh closed his eyes and wished it was all over. 

‘Let’s go back to Trer,’ came Aoan’s thought. ‘I’ve got some ideas about sector ten. I’m 

sure we can start settling planets there, now we’ve got the surveys done.’ 

‘I’ll get Ray on to it.’ 

‘I got him. And even Errehn’s been useful, for a change. We’ve got some clear surface 

analyses and we can see obvious sites for potential settlement. I’ll show you when we get 

back.’ 

‘You didn’t tell me!’ 

‘You’ve been busy, darling. Let’s have a break when this is over and get away for a while. 

Memnon and her team can look after the Empire. Faroan can take all the children back to 

Trer – they’re getting on so well, and Sophie will be glad not to have to worry about them. 

We can get all of them settled and let Sophie get on with her priestess-ing and you and I can 

have some fun again. Let’s go exploring together, darling.’ 

He opened his eyes and smiled at her. ‘Yes, let’s.’ 

 

When the ceremony was completed, and Sophie’s acolytes were singing a song of peace and 

joy, the crowds trooped out into a light shower of rain – which Sophie assured them would be 

so good for their gardens – and walked over to the care centre for a light buffet meal and 

some speeches by Sophie and her leading acolytes about the great future for Earth as a realm 

of peace. Her family put up with this as long as they could, although – looking around – Greh 

could see that his sisters Susie and Julie were as bored by it all as he was. His mum and 

Uncle Jon wandered off together to find a cup of coffee in a nearby café. Dave and Greg were 

wearing ‘stoical male’ expressions on their faces, which meant that they were only bearing 

this because they adored Sophie and would do almost anything for her. Sophie’s and Greh’s 

children slipped away outside to play. 

When the speeches were over, Tuerin and Meissen managed to corner Sophie and cross-

examine her about her care centre, the systems of care which were used and how she 

integrated the power of the Flame into her palliative regime. Greh walked across the room to 

say ‘Hi’ to Susie, who greeted him with her usual coolness. He could see from her aura that 

she was glad to see him, but didn’t know what to say to her big brother who had grown so 

great, so he just gave her a kiss on the cheek, said, ‘I’m glad to see you’re looking well,’ and 

added: ‘I’m thinking of asking Soph to let her children pay an extended visit to Trer. She 

doesn’t have time to give them the attention they need.’ 
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Susie visibly relaxed. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve been worrying about them a lot, especially 

Neil. They’ve been displaying increasingly attention-grabbing behaviour, and I’m afraid that 

they’re going to get themselves into trouble. I assume they’ll go to a good school?’ 

‘There’s a school attached to the government buildings. All the children of government 

employees go there.’ 

She nodded and gave him the nearest thing to a smile he had seen on her face for a long 

time. ‘I think that would be really good, Graham. Do you want me to suggest it?’ 

‘No, I will. You can back me up, sis.’ 

She almost glowed then, as he used the old affectionate term, and said, ‘I think she’s 

finished talking to your daughters.’ Greh could see that Sophie was in fact still talking, but 

that she was obviously bored by the conversation and his two daughters had got as much 

information out of her as they wanted. So, he thought, Susie can read auras – she’s more 

sensitive than I thought. Even as this thought passed through his mind, Susie grabbed his arm 

and steered him in Sophie’s direction, and he heard himself say: ‘Soph – can I have a quick 

word?’ 

She turned to him with a wide smile. ‘Of course, darling.’ 

He came up to her and – quite without thinking – took her into his arms and kissed her. 

‘Darling – I’ve been thinking. You’re so busy, and the children are feeling neglected. Would 

you let them come back to Trer with me? They can see the school there and spend some time 

with the rest of the family.’ 

He felt her disengage herself gently from him and step back a little, as if to emphasise her 

independence of him. ‘I think that would be lovely, darling. Greg’s due some leave – he can 

go with them, to make sure they’re OK.’ 

‘Wouldn’t he rather stay here with you, duck? You can have a second  honeymoon 

without the children.’ 

‘Darling, I’m too busy! Can’t you see?’ She threw out her arms to encompass the care 

centre, the Temple, all her work in Leicester, in Europe, on Earth. ‘He needs a holiday and I 

don’t have time for one. Take him back with you.’ She reached up and kissed his cheek. 

‘Now I must rush – I have to tour the wards,’ – and she turned on her heel and was gone, a 

bevy of sky-blue clad acolytes after her, leaving him bereft and speechless. 

‘She’s always like that,’ said Susie, patting his arm. ‘I really think she doesn’t care about 

anything except that flame of hers.’ 

‘All priestesses are like that,’ said Faroan, who had come up in time to hear the end of this 

conversation, and put a comforting arm around Greh’s waist. ‘The Flame seems to drain them 

of all true affection. They love everyone, so they don’t really love anyone.’ 

‘I did that to her,’ said Greh faintly. ‘I took her to Trer, and she met the Priestess, and 

that’s what she became.’ 

‘She took herself to Trer,’ said Susie firmly. ‘No-one ever took Sophie anywhere she 

didn’t want to go.’ She looked severely at her brother. ‘She always was a selfish little 

madam. But you always worshipped her. I never could understand why.’ 

Strange, thought Greh: none of the women in my life understand why I love Soph. 

‘We’ll go back to Trer,’ said Faroan gently, ‘and we’ll take the children – and even 

Sophie’s pet Greg, if he wants to come.’ 

Greh had to smile at the idea of Greg being a ‘pet’. ‘Do you want to come too, sis?’ he 

asked Susie. ‘Everyone else is coming.’ 

She shook her head firmly. ‘No, I’m staying here to keep an eye on Sophie and Mum. You 

keep an eye on the children and keep them out of trouble.’ 

Eventually Greh took himself and Aoan back to Trer, while the rest of the party followed 

by ship. Greg was very anxious to come with his children, not trusting the strange ‘Imperials’ 

to look after them. He was hurt at Sophie’s attitude, but over the years he’d grown used to 
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being hurt. His children were glad that their ‘other dad’ was coming with them, and the group 

from Trer were very polite and friendly, so he kissed his wife goodbye with a desperate pang 

and sailed off into deep space with them. 

Did Sophie feel a pang as her husbands and children left her? If she did, it was only 

momentary; she had a planet to care for. And she did care for it, extremely well. Regrettably, 

as Aimee had once pointed out to Greh, caring for so many millions gives a person no time 

for personal relationships. 

But Greh, determined the buck the trend, set off with Aoan into sector ten, to establish 

colonies on the inhabitable planets identified by Ray and Errehn, and so open up new areas 

for exploration and discovery deeper into the galaxy. Faroan remained on Trer with Leel and 

attended the Assembly in Greh’s place, and Memnon led the government team, backed by 

Carl and the rest of the Scientific Initiative Unit. Greh came back regularly to see his loved 

ones and to take his place in the Assembly – so that Faroan could have a rest from it – but he 

spent most of his time on the frontier, facing physical danger from falling rocks and 

inhospitable climates and wildlife, rather than the mental frustrations of running an 

administration. Everyone who saw him said how much better he was looking, and Greh knew 

that he thrived on this life of action. But he, and all his friends, knew that it couldn’t last; it 

was the short period of freedom before he must take up the mantle of supreme office forever. 

*   *   * 

The day will come when President Leel awakes in the morning and sees the sun shining and 

hears the birds singing and decides that it is time to retire and enjoy life a little. She will get 

up and get herself ready and go to her green office and summon her vice president, Graham 

Bradley, and his deputy Memnon, and tell them her decision, and order elections for her 

replacement. And she knows and they know that Gray Bradley will be elected in her place, 

and so he is elected. 

Then Gray Bradley from New Parks, Grehoan the Golden Dragon, will rule the 

Federation. And s/he will go to Thorion with her spouse Faroan, and the Priestess of Thorion 

will mark her forehead with the red dragon of office, and s/he will be emperor with Faroan, 

alongside Faroan and in place of Faroan. And Faroan will support her (him?), but Gray will 

rule. Aoan Sommerer, the ancient general of Gustu, will command the space fleet and the 

security forces, and Gray’s friends, pirates, lovers, criminals and companions will give their 

help, for it is a heavy task to rule this galactic arm, millions of peoples and thousands of 

planets, even with the wise Marys to advise and the courageous Gustu to guard and the love 

of the humans to support. And Gray’s rule will expand outwards across the galaxy, winning 

planets and sending out colonisers, and his rule will last as long as the stars live, for such is 

his destiny … 
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Author’s note 

Dear reader, you will realise that this is not the end of the stories about Gray Bradley. You 

will find his earlier adventures in the story Kimball’s Kiss, and he (or she) appears in the 

short stories in Gray Matters. Her children will grow up and will need to be given 

responsibility, and Gray’s weakness for humans will continue to undermine his (her) ability 

to govern fairly.  

 

Although Gray’s life may sometimes be unspeakably frustrating and unrewarding, it will 

never be quiet; further stories about Gray will appear as I am able to type them up.  

The story of Julie Smythe’s first encounter with Wiroan is in The Ballad of Julie Smythe, 

which is also available on Kindle, with another story involving Julie and her friends: 

Watchers. 

I am always glad to hear from readers. If you have any comments on these stories, do get in 

touch! 

Email: helen.lerewth@gmail.com 

Online at: https://helenlerewth.wordpress.com/ 
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