
 1 

Dragon Girls 

 

by Helen Lerewth 

 

 

 

 
 



 2 

 

 

Text copyright © Helen Lerewth, 1985–2012, 2016. 

All Rights Reserved. 

 



 3 

 

 

 

‘The dragons .. are the ruling race of the Imperials. They are, in fact, 

really dragons – they metamorphose into humanoid beings for their 

dealings with lesser races.’ 

 Professor George Andersen, PhD (ebor.), FSA, FCNA 

Lost Treasures of the Ancient Sectors, chapter 1. 
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The Dragons are the Imperial race, the Sacred People who created the Galactic Empire 

thousands of years ago. In the Great War the Empire was destroyed, but now the Imperials are 

returning, led by Aoan Sommerer and Graham Bradley. These dragons don’t breathe fire, but 

they can fly through space and devour the heart of anyone they fancy. Kimball’s Kiss 

followed the careers of Aoan and Graham as they rebuilt the outermost regions of the Empire, 

made peace with Aoan’s greatest enemies and started restoring the economy of Earth. Now 

they face a greater challenge: they must penetrate to the heart of the Galatic Federation and 

overcome its rulers, President Leel and her partner Rose MacCrae. As the Federation’s most 

wanted man (Federal Security wants him on charges of terrorism and everyone else wants his 

poster on their bedroom wall), Graham has to use all his skills to keep one step ahead of his 

opponents. He has the encouragement and support of his dragon girls, the dragon-blooded 

humans who adore him. But all too often Graham’s heart rules his head, and his friends and 

followers grow increasingly concerned that his dragon girls will undermine his strategy, 

betray him, or even break his heart.  
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Part One: Aimee Neasden (The Archaeologist) 

1: The Problem with Aimee 

 

Professor Aimee Neasden was at work at her bench in the conservation hut at the Temple 

excavation on the planet of Teren. She was examining a recent find under her microscope and 

drawing carefully on a paper notepad. If she had had one of the newly-designed computers 

with scanning equipment she could have photographed the sample and analysed it then and 

there, but power supplies on Teren were erratic and, in any case, she found that she could 

understand an object better if she drew it by hand. 

As her pencil worked, she could hear raised voices outside on the site; her colleague 

Professor Michael Daims arguing with one of the students, Andy Hagenmuller. She could not 

hear exactly what they were saying, but she recognised Mike’s tone: he was calling Andy a 

blasted fool. She frowned into the eyepiece of the microscope. For the last month Mike and 

Andy had been arguing with each other over everything and anything: over the cooking, the 

washing up, the classification of finds, everything but the real cause of the quarrel, which, she 

knew, was herself. 

They had never argued over her before. They had only begun to argue when it was too late, 

when they saw her claimed by another. In a single kiss of greeting Lord Grehoan the golden 

dragon, general of the Imperial fleet, had claimed her as his, and since then the men folk – 

who had never before made any overture, had never shown any overt affection, who had 

simply assumed she would be there when they finally got around to claiming her – since then 

her men folk had quarrelled. But the horse had bolted and the door was shut too late. 

She recalled the words of that classic of anti-Imperial rhetoric, the Lo Man Swee: ‘So they 

spirit away our loved ones, leaving us quarrelling over an empty chair.’ How very true! 

Except that she had not been spirited away – she was still here on site, trying to work on as if 

nothing had changed. And indeed nothing had changed as far as they were concerned – only 

that one kiss which changed everything. 

For her, all had changed. She was no longer seeking; she had Found. Even her current tests 

were really a waste of time; she knew perfectly well what this find was, who had used it and 

what it was made of. But she had to go through the procedure to verify this so it could all be 

properly recorded. 

She wondered how long this situation could continue. She did not want to leave the dig; 

she liked Teren. It was a lovely planet; its rural beauty drew rich businesspeople and officials 

from nearby Trer, the capital of the Federation, for relaxation and holiday activities. The 

Temple of Teren was in the uplands of the planet, set in woods of the evergreen red-berried 

trees the Imperials called ‘singing trees’. 

She called them ‘Imperials’ now in her thoughts, although as a scholar she should call 

them ‘Rhuaans’, as in the ancient texts, and in popular myth they were the ‘Old Ones’. 

Although they were indeed the ancient race of super-beings of childhood myth, they were also 

alive and active, rebuilding their interstellar Empire, at the expense of the Federation which 

had destroyed it some twelve hundred years previously. Now sections one to six of the 

Federation, the outer part of the galactic arm, were in Imperial hands, but the richest, most 

heavily populated part of the Federation, sectors seven to nine, remained under the control of 

the Federal government. 

For how much longer? wondered Aimee. The key problem was the interstellar drive, 

essential for travel between the planets of the Federation and so essential for holding the 

Federation together. The Imperials’ version of the interstellar drive was far superior to that 
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devised by the Federation, but the Imperials lacked the ships and personnel to conquer sectors 

seven to nine of the Federation. The Federation survived on sheer inertia in sectors seven to 

nine, but could not reconquer sectors one to six. So at present there was impasse. The 

Federation fleet was grounded, under repair, while the Imperial fleet – stationed on the planet 

of Oh on the frontier of sector six and sector seven – remained inactive, but poised to step into 

Federal space the moment that the Federation initiated any attack. 

She wiped her forehead. Why were Mike and Andy still quarrelling? She felt it was better 

if she did not go outside – it would only encourage them. 

The door opened. Aimee did not look up – she could tell by the way his feet slipped on the 

threshold that it was Ray Lewis, the physicist sent by the government on Trer. The claimed 

reason for sending him was to help the archaeology team to decipher the ancient inscriptions 

they had found relating to the interstellar drive, but in fact his task was to devise a new 

version of the interstellar drive which the Federation could use. 

‘Professor,’ he said, ‘do you know Mike and Andy are arguing again?’ 

‘Yes,’ she said curtly, without looking up from her work. 

‘You know they’re arguing over you.’ It was a statement, not a question. 

‘Are they?’ she retorted. 

‘Will you come out and calm them down?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘I think it’s your responsibility.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘They’re arguing because of you.’ 

‘Then let them argue.’ 

He stared in offended silence for a moment, then snorted: ‘Why – you heartless cow!’ 

She looked up at him then, eyes blazing. ‘Mr Lewis! That remark was out of order!’ 

‘Was it?’ he retorted. ‘Allow me to think otherwise.’ 

‘You have no knowledge of my private life, I think, nor of any prior attachments I might 

have elsewhere.’ 

He saw her point and subsided at once. ‘Beg pardon,’ he said humbly, ‘I spoke out of turn.’ 

‘Get out of here,’ she snapped, ‘I’m trying to work, even if you aren’t.’ 

He retreated and shut the door. With a sigh, she went back to her drawing. 

A minute later the door opened again. She knew by the ‘clunk’ of the foot against the door 

that this time it was Mike Daims. 

‘That Andy!’ he declared. ‘The lad’s completely useless.’ 

‘Is he?’ asked Aimee, without looking up. 

‘He’s incapable of following the simplest instructions.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘You ought to send him back to Trer.’ 

‘Me?’ Aimee looked up at him and let her spectacles slide back down her nose. ‘I thought 

you selected him for the dig.’ 

He snorted. ‘Never. He was your choice.’ 

She sighed. She could see she was never going to get any work done this morning. 

‘Mike,’ she said seriously. ‘Please stop getting at Andy.’ 

‘The lad’s a fool.’ 

‘I grant he’s somewhat oaf like, but leave him alone.’ 

‘He annoys me.’ 

She sighed again. ‘You got on perfectly well until the day we had to pull Ray Lewis out of 

a ditch.’ 

That was the day of the kiss. In fact, Ray had never seen the kiss – he and his vehicle were 

in a ditch at the time. Mike and Andy had led the rescue party to get him out – Aimee had 
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stayed behind, too wrapped up in her newly-realised feelings for Lord Greh to go with them. 

It had taken her a few days afterwards to notice what her colleagues were up to, but later she 

realised that ever since that afternoon Mike and Andy had hardly stopped snapping at each 

other. 

‘All right, Aimee,’ said Mike, and let the door swing shut behind him, ‘it’s not Andy that 

annoys me so much as your attitude.’ 

‘My attitude?’ 

‘I think it’s unprofessional.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Letting an alien kiss you.’ 

‘An alien? What alien would that be?’ 

‘You know very well.’ 

‘So you call Lord Grehoan an alien?’ 

‘Of course he is. They all are.’ 

‘Horlerh too?’ Horlerh was the Imperial priestess on the site. She had been sent by Rehn, 

Priestess of Trer, to guard the sacred Flame which burned on the plinth at one end of the 

Temple. Rehn herself had re-lighted the Flame, extinct for almost twelve hundred years since 

the Temple had been destroyed in the Great War. 

At the mention of Horlerh, Mike hesitated. He did get on rather well with Horlerh. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Perhaps,’ said Aimee with heavy irony, ‘the Imperials kiss on greeting and leaving, as 

humans of our culture would shake hands.’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘I didn’t like the way he looked at you.’ 

‘What business is it of yours how he looked at me?’ 

‘I’m your friend and colleague. We’ve worked alongside each other for many years. It’s 

my duty to keep an eye on your interests.’ 

Aimee snorted. ‘Mike, please leave the room. You’re ruining my carefully-controlled 

atmosphere.’ 

‘Has he been near you since?’ continued Mike, stubbornly. 

‘No! Now get out!!’ She raised the microscope to throw it at him. He rushed out and 

slammed the door behind him. 

Aimee carefully put down her precious microscope, and checked that the slide with her 

sample on it was undamaged. She carefully put her drawing and her pencils to one side. She 

rose from the workbench, stood upright and took five deep breaths. Then she threw on her 

waterproof coat and dashed out of the hut, heading for the woods. 

No one followed her. Once under the shelter of the trees she began to walk and walk, 

breathing rapidly and trying not to think. When at last she judged that she was well clear of 

the site, she sat down on a dead tree trunk, and put her head in her hands. 

Has he been near me since? No, no, no! Oh, I wish he had! I wish he were here! 

She wanted to cry, but she was not in the habit of crying. She found she could neither weep 

nor curse nor laugh. She sat on the tree trunk in a whirl of conflicting emotions. 

She heard a footstep. Oh, no! She had been followed! She looked up, ready for an 

argument, and relaxed into laughter. ‘Oh – thank goodness you’ve come!’ 

Greh was by her side in a moment, enveloped her in his arms, kissed her hair and forehead 

and mouth, and said: ‘I told you I would come whenever you called me.’ 

‘I didn’t like to call – I know you have so much to do.’ 

‘I’d be very upset if you didn’t call me when you needed me. I can see something is very 

wrong now.’ 



 8 

‘Oh, it’s all wrong!’ she exclaimed, looking into his great black eyes, and found herself 

falling into them and being swallowed up, until she was no longer sitting on a log on Teren 

Temple woods, but floating somewhere completely different, out of time and space, in a void 

beyond existence, in the warmth and comfort and vivacity of him, Lord Grehoan, golden 

dragon, lord of the galaxy and of time and space and all things in the galaxy – and she was not 

merely herself but him also, and he was herself, and all fears and anger and confusion was 

mixed up and yet straightened out and smoothed away; and she and he were at peace. 

‘I shall take you away from there if they can’t leave you alone,’ he said. 

‘They never will,’ she said, ‘but I love the work, Greh – I want to go on working there. 

Can’t you persuade them to leave me alone?’ 

‘I? I could do so very well – but could they survive it?’ 

‘I don’t know. Lewis has been rather odd since the day you made him drive into a ditch.’ 

Greh laughed heartlessly. ‘How are his ships?’ 

‘I think – as far as I can tell – they are coming along well,’ reported Aimee. 

‘Then my forces will have a battle soon. They’ll be pleased – they’re getting bored.’ 

‘Perhaps you could have a word with Horlerh to lead Mike astray a little – or something?’ 

‘Is that possible? She says he doesn’t know what sex is – and Errehn agrees with her.’  

Aimee shrugged off the opinion of Greh’s lesser Rhuaan lover. ‘I think you underestimate 

him – Mike has hidden depths. Horlerh can deal with Mike – but Andy?’ 

‘I suppose I ought to talk to Andy.’ 

‘He’s rather sweet on me, you know. He has been for ages. He was terribly upset when you 

kissed me right under his nose.’ 

‘So I must apologise to him for stealing the woman he loves?’ 

‘But who is old enough to be his mother?’ 

Greh laughed, and pure joy rippled through the void. ‘Oh, Aimee – I should be angry with 

you – why didn’t you call me before? I’ve missed you …’ 

If only we could be together all the time, his thoughts ran, but they both knew it was 

impracticable. He had to be with his pirates on the planet Oh, and had to visit the planets in  

sectors three and four where he had built up contacts and influence. He went every day to see 

his sister/partner General Aoan, who was on the planet of Gustu with a small escort and Anja, 

governing the Gustu people; and he went to visit the Emperor Faroan, and his beloved 

Memnon, and the Priestess on the planet of Thorion, the Rhuaans’ home planet. While he 

danced across the galactic arm, Aimee was doing valuable work on Teren, publicising the old 

Empire through the Temple dig. They both had essential work to do. Yet he grew so lonely 

sometimes – he had so many human ‘pets’, but few were emotionally or spiritually satisfying 

for long. Aimee Neasden had a depth of character far beyond most humans – she was pure 

gold. 

Aimee – I do love you. 

They were not two entities but one, for an eternity out of time and space … 

… but at last they must be two again, separate bodies in physical form. Yet not on Teren, 

but on a cliff top in drifting drizzle and a cold wind. Aimee shuddered. 

‘Oh, Greh – it’s winter at the Sapphire Cape. I suppose it has to be winter on Thorion 

sometimes.’ 

‘The Priestess wants to see you,’ said Greh. ‘Come on quickly – we’ll get into the cave out 

of the weather.’ 

Hand in hand, they ran across the cliff top and into the trees; dark-green leafed red-berried 

singing trees, here growing in their original habitat, the Imperials’ home planet of Thorion. 

Here in the cliff top fastness, hundreds of feet above the crashing sea, burnt the eternal blue 

Flame, guarded and watched by the Priestess of Thorion. 
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They ran through the trees, up a pathway worn into the grass, and slipped through a crack 

in the blue rock of the cliff face, into the cavern of the Flame. Aimee hid her face in her hands 

to shield her face from the searing brilliance of the light, but Lord Greh turned to face the 

Flame and held out his hands to it, letting his long golden hair rise up behind him, soaking in 

the energy of the Flame. Then he knelt and bowed his forehead to the ground. For the 

Imperials – the Sacred People, as they called themselves – the Flame was God’s gift, symbol 

of the eternal divine presence. 

Greh led Aimee on into the Priestess’s room. The Priestess was seated on a cushion on the 

floor, writing on a roll of paper with a pen. She looked up as they entered, and smiled. 

They were an oddly-matched pair. Lord Grehoan was all but seven feet tall, with long 

golden hair to his hips, chalk-white skin as all Rhuaans have – although jet black hair was the 

norm – and black eyes. He looked very young and was very beautiful. At present he was 

dressed in the garb of a Rhuaan general – a deep blue knee-length tunic sparkling with silver, 

belted at the waist, a deep blue mantle around his shoulders, and a blue head band round his 

hair and across his forehead. His legs and feet were bare. 

Aimee Neasden was about five foot eight inches tall, with straight-ish mid-brown hair to 

her shoulders. She was dressed in old jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, with trainers on her feet. 

She wore glasses for long sight, perched on the end of a long nose. She was suntanned and 

freckled. Her face was creased with laughter lines, her hands were worn with much handling 

of earth, chemicals and tools. She was middle-aged, apparently old enough to be Greh’s 

mother. 

‘Welcome, children,’ said the Priestess. ‘Do sit down.’ There were cushions on the floor; 

Greh and Aimee sat on these. 

‘How goes the dig?’ the Priestess asked Aimee. 

Aimee described their recent finds. She explained that she was doing some tests but when 

these were completed the finds would be handed over to Rehn, Priestess of Trer. 

The Priestess nodded. ‘Good. I told Greh that I wanted to see you, but I did not tell him 

why.’ Greh shook his head. ‘I am getting concerned about you, Greh.’ Greh laughed, tossing 

back his golden mane, and asked, ‘Why, Lady?’ 

‘Because you are too much alone. You flit from one place to another. And the Flame tells 

me you indulge your skills of seduction and your love of sex too much for your health. You 

need to slow down, Greh.’ 

He laughed enchantingly, but his black eyes were grave, Aimee noticed. Black like hard 

rock, she thought. He isn’t going to be bullied over this. 

‘You need a permanent partner, Greh,’ said the Priestess. ‘A permanent female partner, for 

your health’s sake. You need a female to complement your male-ness.’ 

‘But I’m half female already!’ 

The Priestess shook her head at him. ‘The Sacred People are not so clearly gendered as the 

lesser races: a female can produce sperm and a male can grow a womb. But we all lean more 

to one gender than the other, and to enable us to achieve balance in ourselves our permanent 

partner should be from the other gender.’ 

‘It’s too much to ask of one woman,’ said Greh, ‘to be tied to me, knowing I won’t be tied 

to her, for sex is my tool of power; and knowing that half the Federation and Empire have my 

picture by their bed and kiss it every night.’ 

Aimee laughed merrily, but the Priestess frowned. 

‘Your partner would have to be your equal,’ she said, ‘and one with whom you shared on 

such a level that your physical liaisons did not matter.’ 

‘Aoan,’ said Greh. His tone was light, but there was steel underneath, Aimee noted. 

‘I think not,’ said the Priestess. ‘I separated you, and you are no longer one and cannot be 

partners. Lovers, perhaps.’ 
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Aimee felt Greh’s anger at this, but he did not say anything. She thought: Can’t the 

Priestess read what he’s thinking? Or doesn’t she care? Why does it matter so much? 

‘Faroan,’ said Greh, and it seemed to Aimee that the air about him quivered with passion. 

But she saw the Priestess visibly wince. ‘The Emperor has other commitments,’ she said. 

‘He has to rule Thorion, and the Empire. And he is male.’ 

‘I know what you want me to say,’ said Greh. ‘Let Aimee speak for herself, however.’ 

‘How can the lord of the galaxy take a partner?’ said Aimee. ‘She can never be his equal, 

and he will always have calls on him which will take him from her.’ 

‘And yet,’ said the Priestess, ‘if he does not take a partner, I foresee great difficulties.’ 

Aimee looked shyly at Greh. She worshipped him – but she made no claim on him, nor 

could dream of doing so. ‘How could I claim you?’ she said softly to him. ‘I worship you – 

it’s for you to choose me, not I you.’ 

He took her right hand and held it tightly. 

‘I can’t see how we could do this,’ she went on. ‘If I leave Teren, Mike will abandon the 

dig. If you leave Oh – well, you can’t. And you can hardly move in on Teren and sleep with 

me – there would be a revolution. And I couldn’t bear …’ she stopped. 

He squeezed her hand. ‘We haven’t slept together,’ he said softly. ‘Do you want to?’ 

He knew that she feared to lose her personal inviolability. She stood, an unscaled rock, an 

unconquered fortress – if ever she opened her doors she would be thrown down and 

dishonoured forever, or so she feared. She feared to trust, lest she be betrayed; to open her 

doors, lest they be broken down. He understood her feelings. 

‘If we did,’ he translated, ‘it would make our partings impossible to bear.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. 

The Priestess nodded. ‘I see and understand,’ she said. ‘But – please consider it, both of 

you.’ 

They said, ‘Yes,’ and she raised her hand in dismissal. They made their way out of the 

cavern, into the open air. They walked back into the woods. He said: ‘I’ll come back to Teren 

with you, and talk to Andy.’ 

‘Thanks,’ she said. 

Then he took her hands in his and spun her both into the void, and they were one for no 

time and a great time. Then Aimee saw what she had previously thought, that Lord Greh was 

deeply attached both to General Aoan and to the Emperor Faroan, and that they were his 

heart’s partners, and she wondered why the Priestess was so anxious that he should have 

another partner. As she wondered this, Greh’s answer came: the Priestess wanted him to 

father children. ‘Aoan has never had a child, and the Priestess thinks she is barren. And she 

thinks I’m male, so she wants to separate me from Faroan.’ 

‘And aren’t you male?’ 

‘Only when I want to be.’ He laughed merrily, and in that merry laugh they materialised on 

Teren, as they had left it. He was shorter now, five feet ten inches tall, and dressed as a 

student in old jeans and a baggy over shirt; she was dressed as usual. 

Greh did not release her hands. He looked down into her face. She looked up at him, 

shaking her glasses back up her nose to see him more clearly. His eyes were no longer hard 

but soft, like deep pools of love. He bent and kissed her lips gently, and she returned the kiss. 

He said, ‘Aimee, I do love you. If you are willing, I will stay, somehow.’ 

She said: ‘You know I worship you. I can’t imagine anything better than your staying, but 

don’t feel you must!’ 

He laughed and kissed her again. Then he led her back through the woods in silence. As 

they walked, his golden hair drifted in the air, and he said: ‘Andy is coming this way.’ 

Then Andy came into view, a tall, broad-shouldered young man with brown hair, cut quite 

short for an archaeology student but longish by other people’s standards, clean(ish) shaven, 



 11 

wearing faded jeans, torn trainers on his feet, a tee shirt and a donkey jacket. When he saw 

Greh and Aimee walking hand in hand, he stopped short. 

‘I was coming to find you, Aimee,’ he said in his odd drawling accent which marked him 

as a native of central USA, Earth. 

‘I’m quite safe,’ she said, shortly. ‘You needn’t worry. I came to meet Graham.’ 

‘Hi, Andy,’ said Greh, cheerfully. 

Andy squared his shoulders and clenched his fists. ‘What brings you here?’ he demanded. 

‘I came to see my friends,’ said Greh. He and Aimee came to within six feet of Andy, and 

halted. 

‘You left mighty fast last time.’ 

‘I had to get back.’ 

‘I don’t call that good manners,’ growled Andy. 

‘I’m sorry, Andy, I didn’t intend to offend you,’ said Greh calmly. 

‘I don’t like the way you treat Professor Neasden,’ Andy went on. 

‘I’m sorry to hear it. What am I doing wrong?’ 

‘You don’t show her sufficient respect.’ 

‘In what way?’ 

‘For instance. You’re holding her hand.’ 

Greh looked at Aimee, who gave him a hopeless look. Greh smiled at her, then at Andy. 

‘Andy, old friend,’ he said, ‘I know you admire Professor Neasden, but so do I, and as it 

happens she also admires me. And should it happen we choose to hold hands, or kiss each 

other in greeting, I think that is no one’s business but our own.’ 

Andy snorted. 

‘Perhaps,’ said Greh, still cool and calm, ‘you’d like a walk in the woods with me. 

Professor Neasden has work to do, she tells me.’ 

He looked Andy in the eye. Andy found that he had to meet his gaze, and he found himself 

saying, ‘Yes,’ although he wanted to say, ‘No.’ 

Aimee said, ‘I’ll see you both back at the camp,’ and walked away quickly. She felt it 

would be better for all of them if she left the scene at once. Andy and Greh were left facing 

each other. 

‘Come on,’ said Greh to Andy, and began to walk back the way he had come; and Andy 

found himself following him. 

‘How are you, Andy?’ asked Greh, looking back at him with a smile. 

‘Fine,’ said Andy, shrugging. ‘Until you came,’ he added. 

‘Until I came?’ 

‘I don’t like your attitude. I told you.’ 

‘I don’t understand you. I didn’t just kiss Professor Neasden. She also kissed me.’ 

‘OK, but –’ Andy hesitated. He wanted to scream, ‘I’ve kept my hands off her these last 

two years even though I love her with all my heart and you hadn’t been here three hours and 

you were kissing her, you filthy swine.’ But he felt this would be ill-mannered of him. After 

all, Graham Bradley had been his friend – once. 

‘I wanted to thank you,’ Greh said, changing the subject. ‘You encouraged me to go to 

Kimball’s Kiss and you gave me a lot of useful information. I’m really grateful.’ 

Memories of the peaceful drinking days spent on the trans-federal space liner Talmark 

calmed Andy’s nerves. He said: ‘How was Kimball’s Kiss?’ – forgetting that he had asked 

Gray this last time they met. 

‘It’s a horrible place. But I found something really important there.’ 

‘You found your uncle.’ 

‘Yes. But I also found a ship: General Aoan’s ship, and General Aoan was in cara there, 

like your aunt said.’ 



 12 

 He looked Andy in the face as he spoke, gauging his reaction. Andy’s face froze up; then 

he said, in a whisper: ‘So what does cara mean?’ 

‘She was in suspended animation in the computer. When I went on to the ship she slipped 

into my body and we took her ship back to Thorion. And then the Priestess repaired her body 

and she took it back, and left me in my body.’ 

Andy blinked, and shook his head hard, as if to clear his thoughts. ‘I didn’t know what it 

meant,’ he said, as if he were trying to excuse himself as he realised that his ‘good advice’ 

had almost got his friend killed. Then he asked: ‘Did it hurt?’ 

Greh stared at him for a moment – he had never thought about this, then he said: ‘Yes. But 

it doesn’t matter now. She rebuilt me. She made me into a new person. And I discovered that 

I’m not really human. I’m Grade A contaminated blood – but that means I’m a Rhuaan, an 

Old One, one of the dragon-blooded people, of the Emperor’s line. And I’m betting that 

you’re Grade A contaminated blood too. You told me that your aunt knows how to fly a star-

dancer – a Rhuaan spaceship.’ 

Andy coughed – his voice seemed to have frozen up. ‘Yeah, she does.’ 

‘Is she your mother’s sister?’ 

‘I guess so. Yeah – yeah, she is.’ 

‘Then you are also part-Rhuaan. And so is Professor Neasden, and so is Professor Daims – 

but less so – and so are most humans. The two races interbred. But some are almost pure 

blood, and I am one and so are you and Professor Neasden.’ 

Andy felt the world rotate. He sat down on the leaf-strewn ground with a bump. Greh sat 

also, a few paces away. He sat cross-legged, one knee up, one down. 

‘Then I can love her,’ said Andy, as if to himself. ‘She isn’t too good for me.’ 

‘There’s no law against love,’ said Greh, ‘and she is cleverer than you, but she isn’t in a 

different galaxy, if that’s what you mean.’ 

‘Kinda,’ said Andy. ‘Something like that, I guess.’ 

‘She’s old enough to be your mother,’ said Greh. 

‘I know,’ retorted Andy. ‘But I could say the same thing about you, fella.’ 

Greh laughed. ‘I? I’ve been united to General Aoan. I’m a thousand years old now. I’ve 

been through eternity – that’s why I look so young. But you will grow older, and Professor 

Neasden will respect you more. But I love her too. Let’s see whom she will choose!’ 

Andy shrugged. ‘I guess I haven’t a hope.’ 

‘She has the right to love both of us, if she chooses,’ said Greh. 

‘I ought to knock you down,’ said Andy, glowering at Greh. 

‘Try it,’ Greh challenged him. 

Andy aimed a blow at him. His fist hit an invisible barrier and he drew it back hastily. 

‘What’s that?’ he demanded. 

‘My energy field. So you can’t knock me down. You’ll have to put up with it. And don’t 

forget – you also have Professor Daims to compete with.’ 

Andy shrugged. ‘He’s had his chance, I reckon. He’s taken things too slow. If he can’t take 

his chances he’s only himself to blame.’ 

Greh smiled. ‘Then can we still be friends?’ he asked. 

Andy looked at him, a long considering gaze. ‘I can’t say,’ he said. ‘Maybe, maybe not.’ 

Greh rose. ‘I’ll walk back to the site and find Aimee.’ 

‘The hell you will!’ Andy got up. ‘I’m coming too.’ 

‘I’ll race you.’ 

‘You’re on.’ 

They scrambled back down the hill. Andy was more muscular and should have been fitter, 

but Greh won. 
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2: The Problem with Gray 

 

Glenda Bradley was doing the ironing. The iron was a new off-planet model she had bought 

in Wilkinsons earlier in the week. It must have come from Federation space via Gustu carriers 

to Earth. She had had lunch with Mick’s mum – Graham’s friend Mick – the previous week, 

and she had explained it. Apparently Mick was now in on interstellar import-export. He had 

been the first contact and he was building up a good business. 

‘Graham put him on to it,’ said Mick’s mum. 

Glenda glowed. She always liked to hear that her son was doing useful things. 

A little wail from the garden sent her hurrying to the window. Her grand-daughter was in 

the pram outside, under a well-attached cat net, sleeping in the fresh air – only now she had 

woken up. 

Glenda sighed. She did not wish to have to change the child’s nappy, let alone feed her. 

She went back to the ironing, hoping that little Sophie would go back to sleep quickly. 

She ironed on, humming to herself, finding herself picking up the tune the school children 

sang in the playground: ‘Graham, Graham Bradley, rules the whole wide galaxy …’ 

She wondered where he was. She wished he would come. 

Sophie screamed louder, then suddenly stopped. Glenda looked up in alarm, only to see her 

son outside the window, lifting the baby out of the pram to calm her. She put down the iron 

and ran to open the door, stepping outside into the cool summer’s morning. 

‘Graham! How lovely to see you.’ 

He smiled at her – the smile to break a million hearts, reflected Glenda regretfully – and 

cuddled the baby, who was now cooing appreciatively. ‘Hi, Mum. Who’s this?’ 

‘This is your niece Sophie.’ 

‘I didn’t know Julie was expecting.’ 

‘Sorry, duck, I forgot to mention it.’ 

He held the baby up before him and said, ‘She’s pretty. How old is she?’ 

The baby giggled. Graham giggled back. 

‘Seven weeks.’ 

‘Oh, darling one! Speak to me!’ 

The baby giggled more. 

‘Her nappy needs changing,’ said Graham. ‘Shall I do it?’ 

‘Oh, would you, duck? The changing mat and all the doings are in the bathroom.’ 

‘No trouble, Mum.’ He bore Sophie inside and upstairs – Glenda wondered wherever 

Graham had learned to be such a good uncle. 

Greh, however, had never learned – it now came naturally to him. Rhuaans have so few 

children that children are extraordinarily precious to them and there is no shame in knowing 

how to care for them – on the contrary, it is a skill highly valued. 

He changed Sophie’s nappy and put the dirty nappy in the bucket of disinfectant – Earth 

babies could not be indulged with the luxury of disposable nappies – resources were too short. 

He had to change Sophie’s clothes, as the nappy had leaked slightly. She then said firmly, 

‘Ool,’ and he knew she was hungry. He bore her downstairs again and amused her while his 

mum heated up a bottle of baby milk. Julie was not the sort of mother who would be prepared 

to breastfeed a child. Greh felt this was a disappointment – all Rhuaan children are breastfed. 

He sat with bottle in hand, feeding Sophie, while his mother ironed. 

‘How are you, Mum?’ he asked. 

‘All right, duck. Your uncle has bought a tandem and we’ve been going out for rides on it 

together at weekends. But during the week I’m having to child mind Sophie for Julie.’ 
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‘I think a mother should care for her own child,’ said Greh, a little angrily. ‘Julie has plenty 

of money and friends and she is wasted on her job.’ 

Glenda sighed. She couldn’t help thinking that little Sophie had been an accident. Greh 

read her mind and shook his head. 

‘Poor Sophie,’ he said softly, and cuddled the baby closer. 

When Jon Bradley dropped in on his way back from the shops he found his notorious 

nephew-as-was cum alien invader bottle-feeding Jon’s little great niece, and his sister-in-law 

making cheese on toast for lunch. ‘Hi, Jon,’ she greeted him cheerily. ‘Look who’s here!’ 

Jon Bradley nodded a cursory greeting at the alien who called himself Graham. In his 

opinion, the alien bore little resemblance to the original – he was too tall, too self-confident 

and his eyes were the wrong colour. He realised that his sister-in-law liked to fool herself with 

the belief that it really was Graham back from the dead, and everyone called him ‘Graham 

Bradley,’ but he, Jon Bradley, knew it was not Graham. 

‘Hi, Uncle,’ said Greh calmly. ‘Congratulations on becoming a grand uncle.’ 

That sounded more like the youth he had known and loved – Jon unstiffened a little. 

‘Hi,’ he said formally. 

‘Sit down, Jon,’ Glenda said briskly. ‘Don’t stand on ceremony. You are coming to lunch, 

aren’t you?’ 

They sat around the kitchen table and ate cheese on toast. Sophie had finished her bottle 

but would not go back in her pram – she screamed when Greh tried to put her back – so he 

kept her on his knee, and she watched everything he did, and tried to grab his food, and pulled 

at his hair, which made him wince and made Glenda and Jon laugh. 

‘You’ve got a fan,’ said Glenda. Greh smiled and said nothing. 

They drank cups of tea after the meal, and Jon talked about his shopping bargains and 

planned the next cycling expedition with Glenda, while Greh listened and played with 

Sophie’s fingers and toes: ‘This little pig went to market – this little pig stayed at home’ – 

until his niece fell asleep on his shoulder. Then he bore her carefully to her pram, covered her 

with a blanket, fastened the cat net back on, and said goodbye to his mother and uncle. They 

waved him off down the road. 

‘It is Graham, isn’t it?’ said Glenda challengingly. ‘Can’t you tell?’ 

Jon Bradley shrugged. ‘He’s getting better at it,’ he admitted. ‘It’s a more convincing 

performance than it used to be.’ 

‘Honestly!’ said Glenda in disgust, ‘anyone would think he wasn’t your favourite nephew.’ 

‘My only nephew.’ 

‘Quite. Well, help me with the washing up, then, if you’re staying.’ 

 

Greh slipped back into the void. He let his hair spread out – his whole self spread out – he let 

himself spread through space. The stars and stellar clouds were his body, the galaxy was his 

whole being, he was one with the galaxy; he could feel its life pulse through him. He could 

sense all the living things in it, their growing and thriving, their joy, their pain, their sorrow. 

He knew that many longed for love; that many in the Federation and the Empire longed for 

him in particular. He had many lovers and many who loved from afar. 

He let his mind focus on one thread of sharp, piercing desire. How lonely he was, one alone 

of his kind, the only complete Rhuaan – the only one who had achieved the completeness to 

which his race was destined. It was through Lord Aoan that he had achieved it, but she had 

not, and said she did not want it. He was sure that she did want it, but – still worn out from 

her ancient battles – did not yet feel able to grasp it. It was the same for Lord Faroan. He 

hoped and trusted that one day they would allow him to lead them forward, to make them 

immortal as he was himself. If they would not, they would die at last and he would be alone 
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forever. It is terribly lonely to be immortal, to be ever-young, to know that all those whom 

you love will one day be gone. 

He focussed tightly on the sharp, bright thread of desire, drew himself together, and 

materialised near it. 

A young woman in her late teens sat on a stone bench in the back garden of her parents’ 

home, hidden from the house by bushes, reading a glossy magazine. From where he stood, he 

could see the cover – it was a ‘fanzine’, a magazine for fans of some popular figure, produced 

by fans for fans. This one, he realised, was about himself. 

He had known vaguely that he had a fan club in the Federation, but this was the first 

material evidence that he had seen of it. He regarded the young woman. She was lonely and 

had no young male human of her own age she could relate to. She was besotted with him, the 

sex-god Graham Bradley. 

It occurred to him that this fan club could be very useful to him in his propaganda war 

against the Federation. But for the present moment he was more interested in her, the fan 

herself. Her name, he could read from her mind, was Loretta. He regarded her clothes – black 

trousers and a long black over-blouse, a copy of his own signature ‘look’. He himself had 

materialised wearing black trousers and a baggy black shirt in the latest style, belted at the 

waist. He tossed back his long golden hair (hers was short and dyed bright red). He moved 

towards her. 

‘Loretta,’ he said quietly. 

She looked up and dropped the magazine. Her face was a picture of fear and astonishment. 

‘You wished for me,’ he explained gently, ‘so I have come.’ 

She stared, open-mouthed, without saying a word. He could feel complete confusion and 

even horror in her mind. She couldn’t believe it was him – she couldn’t conceive of how he 

could have come to her – she didn’t know what to say, how to react, what to do. He tried to 

solve her problem. ‘Come with me,’ he said, took her hands in his, pulled her to her feet, 

kissed her mouth and spun her away into the void. 

But as he whirled himself through her, he realised that he was not touching her. She was 

distant from him, detached – she did not reach out to clasp him as Aimee did, or Errehn, or 

Faroan or Aoan … it was like making love to mist. She was simply too scared, he realised, 

and unable to trust herself or him – she dared not open herself up to him, and he could not get 

into her without blowing her mind apart, which was not at all what he wanted to do. 

So at last he took her back to her stone bench in the garden, and kissed her, and left her 

there reading her magazine, and stepped back into the void. He was angry with himself for not 

knowing how to get through to a human who so obviously loved him – but only the imaginary 

him, not the real person – and felt more lonely than ever. 

I could go back to Aimee – she loves me, but she won’t let me take her body. I could go 

back to the planet of Oh, to my pirates who are little more than slaves to my every whim. I 

could go and find Errehn, my loving young Rhuaan from Trer – or Memnon, the sweet young 

Mary woman …or Aoan, or Faroan, whose love burns within me constantly – or Anja, my 

darling sweet … 

… I don’t want them just now. I want – I want not to be in charge. I am the lord of the 

galaxy, but just now I’m tired and lonely. There’s another thread of longing that’s been there 

for many weeks, but I haven’t followed it – I’ll follow it now … 

He materialised again in a bedroom on the top floor of a block of flats, in an exclusive part 

of Trer city, the capital of the Federation. He sat quietly on the bed and waited. It was evening 

and the light was dim. He could hear the owner of the flat coming in through the front door, 

his barked orders to his bodyguard, who lived downstairs, the doors slammed shut, heavy 

footsteps approached through the lounge …Greh felt his mouth begin to water. He slipped off 

his ankle boots and reclined on the bed – one foot on the bed, one dangling – facing the door. 
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The door opened, and he smiled sweetly at the man who stood there. 

‘Greetings, J.’ 

Julius Aversham, owner of the interstellar male fashion conglomerate, stopped short in 

astonishment, then uttered a single word: ‘Gray’, and rushed to the bed without pausing to 

throw off his coat or shoes. Greh rolled on to his back and accepted the other man’s homage 

with arms and legs opened wide. 

Some time later, when they were sufficiently sated to move a little apart, Aversham 

muttered: ‘Where have you been, Gray? Where did you come from?’ 

Greh smiled tenderly at him, as Aversham kissed and fondled his face. ‘I’ve been far away, 

and I came out of space.’ 

‘I’ve missed you.’ The human kissed his smooth, dead-white skin hungrily. 

Greh smiled and stretched himself. He could have said: ‘I’ve missed you too,’ but as it was 

months since he had learn how to travel through space without a ship and not until now had 

he troubled to visit his first human pet, he thought that it was better not to lie. 

‘I’ve been hearing about you from my regional representatives,’ Aversham went on. 

‘Really?’ Greh rubbed his smooth thighs against Aversham’s hairy ones. Aversham kissed 

him more passionately. 

‘What kind of things?’ Greh prompted him. 

‘They say you effectively control all trade going through sector six.’ 

‘I do.’ 

‘And you run your own traders into sectors seven to nine.’ 

‘I do.’ 

‘They say you run a pirate outfit.’ 

‘It’s a deadly and disciplined fighting force.’ 

‘They say you build your own interstellar ships.’ 

‘I do.’ Greh’s long white hands caressed Aversham’s broad muscular back. He wriggled 

beneath his pet. ‘Too much talking, J.,’ he said, and kissed him firmly on the mouth. 

Some time later, as Greh sat astride Aversham, the human said: ‘Sell me some of your 

ships.’ 

It was such a non-sequitur that Greh thought for a moment that he had misheard him. Then 

he laughed. ‘I, sell you ships? Whatever for?’ 

‘I need reliable transports. Mine are leaking crates.’ 

‘I’ll sell you nothing, J. You can hire my traders, like everyone else.’ 

‘What? Can’t you make an exception for an old friend?’ 

Greh wriggled himself into a more comfortable position. ‘I didn’t come to talk business, 

J.,’ he said. ‘I came for sex, so get on with it.’ 

 

On Teren, Priestess Horlerh looked disapprovingly into the sacred Flame on the Temple site. 

Mike Daims and Aimee Neasden watched from nearby. 

‘What does it say?’ asked Aimee anxiously. 

‘It looks bad,’ said Horlerh. 

‘How can you tell?’ asked Mike. 

‘The aura is distorted.’ 

Mike sighed. He wished these Old Ones could be more precise. ‘Distorted? How?’ he 

asked patiently. 

‘It is not complete.’ 

‘What does that mean?’ asked Aimee. 

‘It means something is wrong in the fabric of the galaxy. Which probably means Lord 

Greh.’ 

Mike snorted. 
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‘Oh, dear,’ said Aimee worriedly. 

‘I don’t see why that youth is supposed to be so important,’ snapped Mike. 

‘I can guess where he is,’ said Aimee to Horlerh. She knew how Greh had been feeling 

when she last saw him, and now she felt that she could feel his thoughts, wherever he was. 

‘Don’t tell me,’ replied Horlerh heavily. She knew that Lord Greh spent far too much time 

with his human pets, and Rehn had told her about his first pet, that human slug on Trer. 

‘Can we get him to come here?’ 

‘You can call him.’ 

‘Oh, dear! Why me?’ 

Horlerh gave her a long look. Aimee said heavily, ‘I suppose I shall have to.’ 

Mike snorted again. ‘Must we have that posturing youngster inflicted on us again?’ 

‘He is paying for this dig,’ Aimee snapped back. ‘Thanks to him, we need never go 

begging from Madam Leel again.’ She meant President Leel Tiallamenthoulamou of the 

Federation. 

‘Oh, well – I suppose I should be honoured that his gracious Imperialness deigns to set foot 

here,’ retorted Mike. 

 

On Trer, Priestess Rehn looked into her own Flame, and said: ‘I see Lord Greh is in trouble.’ 

‘What trouble?’ asked her colleague, Freh. 

‘He is with the slug.’ 

Freh spat. 

‘We have to get him out of his clutches. I’ll tell the Feds.’ 

Freh’s face was a picture of puzzlement: then she smiled. ‘Of course,’ she said. 

 

Greh lay in his lover’s bed, sighing with pleasure as Aversham made love to him.‘Stay with 

me,’ muttered Aversham. 

‘A while, J.’ 

‘And sell me some ships.’ 

‘I might.’ Greh laughed merrily. ‘Don’t talk, J.’ 

J. rolled off him on to the bed. ‘Come and do the works on me, Gray. You’re going to 

sleep.’ 

Greh laughed and rolled over and sat up unsteadily. His eyes were unnaturally dulled and 

his golden hair was rather limp. He bent over Aversham’s body and began to kiss him. J. lay 

back and relaxed under him. 

They were like this when the Federal security forces broke in and found them. 

When their hands seized him, Greh tried to vanish – and found he couldn’t. He had let his 

lovemaking drain him, and had not replenished the energy he was pouring out on Aversham. 

He could not even fend them off. He managed to say: ‘Don’t shoot – I’ll come quietly,’ and 

they believed him. Even in his current stupor, they still had to obey the Rhuaan voice of 

command. 

They made him and Aversham dress, and marched them both out at blaster point, put them 

in an armoured security vehicle and drove them to the high security prison. 

Greh lost consciousness in the vehicle. In his stupor, he heard a voice calling, calling: 

‘Greh, Greh, come to me, come to me.’ I cannot come, he realised, what have I done? Why 

can’t I go to her? Then he made a supreme effort and managed to dissolve into time and 

space, and the security guards were left staring at an empty space in the vehicle where he had 

sat. 

In the void he recovered his senses. He remained there a long while, rebuilding his 

consciousness, and cursing himself for a fool. How could the lord of time and space let 

himself go so thoroughly, at a time of war? What sort of fool am I? At last he felt sufficiently 
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recovered to materialise by the Flame on Teren a moment after Aimee had called him, 

decently dressed like – a little like – one of the students. 

‘Hail great lord,’ said Mike Daims in tones of pure sarcasm. Greh felt it was no less than 

he deserved. 

‘What have you been doing?’ cried Aimee. ‘You look dreadful!’ 

‘Don’t ask,’ said Greh, with an effort – his own voice sounded disembodied, as though it 

was not his own, ‘you called me, and I’ve come.’ 

‘Not a moment too soon,’ said Horlerh acidly. 

Greh bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement. In the cool sunshine of Teren, the clear 

air and breeze, he felt his head clearing. 

‘You had better stay here until the Flame decrees otherwise,’ added Horlerh. 

‘God help us,’ said Mike. 

‘Go and put the kettle on, Mike,’ said Aimee at once, ‘and make us all a pot of tea.’ 

Mike went, fuming. He did not want Lord Greh wished on his dig. He was sufficiently 

self-aware to know why – the young alien was brilliant, glorious and magnificent, but he had 

kissed Aimee. 

He had not seen the kiss, but the students had told him. He had seen Andy’s anger at it, and 

then he had been aware – for the first time seriously aware – that Andy loved Aimee. Then he 

was himself aware, for the first time consciously aware, that he loved her too – and he was 

angry. 

He was angry for another reason too, and this he did not admit to himself because he was 

not aware of it at all – he was jealous of Lord Greh’s attention to Aimee. Priestess Rehn of 

Trer and her acolyte Horlerh had been very friendly towards him and he had assumed that all 

the Old Ones would see his brilliance and his expertise: his and Aimee’s. But now he seemed 

to have been overlooked. Lord Greh had hardly spoken to him, and yet he seemed to be 

involved in some sort of relationship with his (Mike Daims’s) long-term colleague; and 

Aimee, who had never had a private life so far as Mike knew, had kept the whole thing 

completely to herself. 

Mike wondered what Lord Greh had done to Aimee. He wanted to break every bone in his 

body … 

He reached the kitchen hut and put the kettle on. He opened the window to improve the 

ventilation, got out the big teapot and ladled in some tealeaves. As he waited for the kettle to 

boil (he never bothered to warm the pot), Ray Lewis came in. 

‘Hi, Mike,’ he said cheerily, ‘you look down.’ 

Mike did not like Ray Lewis, but he had felt him to be no more than a nuisance since the 

day Lord Greh sent him into the ditch. That memory made him feel more cheerful – the day 

Lord Greh had come to his rescue when Lewis and his friend Andrewes at the spaceship 

factory on the other side of the hill tried to kidnap him, Professor Mike Daims – or so it had 

seemed – and had then humiliated Lewis by causing him to crash his vehicle. 

‘Our brilliant young student is back,’ Mike told Lewis. ‘He’s been over on Trer.’ 

‘Oh – yes.’ Lewis brightened. ‘I wanted a talk with him. But wasn’t there some sort of 

disagreement between him and yourself?’ 

Mike shrugged. ‘It’s nothing.’ Suddenly, with Lewis standing there, wide-eyed and all 

empty clever-clever gormlessness, he was glad Lord Greh was back to wipe the ground with 

this little spy. He knew – he was sure – that Ray was one of Rose McCrae’s busybodies. She 

was head of science in the Federal government, yes, but she was also head of Security. 

The kettle boiled and Mike filled the pot. ‘Cuppa, Ray?’ he asked, knowing that Lewis 

hated tea. 

Lewis swallowed bravely. ‘Uh – yes – I don’t mind if I do.’ 

‘Milk? Sugar?’ 
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‘Uh – yes. OK, fine.’ 

Mike set out the mugs and put in the milk – from local mammals and a little cheesy-

tasting, but one got used to it – and sugar – produced from local beet. He stirred the pot and 

poured out the tea, handed Lewis a mug and put the rest on a tray. 

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ offered Lewis eagerly. 

‘No, I can manage, thanks.’ Mike bore the tray out, and Lewis tagged along behind like an 

eager spaniel. 

Back by the Flame, Lord Greh sat cross legged on the ground. Horlerh was saying testily: 

‘My Day is in three days. Will you be fit for it?’ and Greh replied: ‘Yes, of course I shall.’ 

Aimee did not ask what this was about – she knew that ‘the Day’ is the Rhuaan woman’s one 

day of fertility in the (Thorion) year and that Horlerh had selected Greh as her partner for that 

day. She felt she should be jealous, found that she wasn’t, wondered why not and felt vaguely 

guilty for not feeling jealous. She was glad to hear Mike’s steps and looked up gladly to 

welcome him – then sighed inwardly when she saw Ray Lewis. 

‘Hi,’ said Ray to her with a cheery smile, ‘I hear your best student is back.’ He looked 

down at Greh, sitting cross legged before the Flame on its pedestal. ‘Don’t get too close to 

that thing, lad. It’s hot.’ 

Greh smiled weakly up at him. ‘I’m fine here,’ he said. ‘Is that the tea, Mike? I’m dying 

for a cup.’ 

Then Mike Daims felt wanted again, and he descended the slope into the Flame area and 

handed the lord of the galaxy a cracked blue mug with a large red flower painted on it, full of 

steaming hot brown sweet liquid, and Greh said, ‘Thanks,’ with fervent sincerity, and sipped 

it, and smiled at him – a smile to melt the stoniest of hearts. Mike began to feel cheerful and 

handed out the tea to Aimee and Horlerh, lent the tray against the Flame’s pedestal and sipped 

his own drink. 

Ray came down into the Flame area, but kept his distance from the Flame, which made 

him blink with its brilliance. ‘How does that thing burn?’ he asked Horlerh. 

‘It’s an optical illusion,’ Horlerh informed him. 

‘It’s hot,’ retorted Ray, ‘no optical illusion could produce heat like that.’ 

Horlerh shrugged.  

‘Who lit it?’ insisted Ray. 

‘Not I,’ retorted Horlerh. Priestess Rehn had lit it, but why should she tell this human spy 

anything about the sacred secrets? 

‘How are your ships, Ray?’ asked Greh sweetly, from his cross-legged seated position. 

Ray squatted down nearby to speak to him. ‘They’re great,’ he said. ‘But I wanted your 

opinion on a few details.’ 

‘Not today,’ said Horlerh. ‘He’s space-lagged.’ 

‘This is urgent,’ snapped Ray. 

‘I’m drinking my tea,’ said Greh mildly. ‘Even you can wait that long, Ray.’ 

Something in his tone made Aimee jump. She glanced at Mike, but he was sipping his tea 

and making faces at Horlerh. She thought: we can’t keep Lord Greh under control. He’ll 

seduce the whole dig if we’re not careful. 

Ray poured the dregs of his tea on to the grass. ‘I’ll be in the lab hut,’ he said briskly. 

‘Come up when you’ve finished.’ He gave the Flame a final suspicious look and departed. 

‘As a matter of interest,’ remarked Mike, ‘how does the Flame burn?’ 

‘It’s caused by the refraction and concentration of energy on to that point,’ said Greh. 

‘Refraction? How?’ 

‘By distortion of space-time, if you like, creating a lens effect.’ 

‘In thin air?’ 
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‘No air’s required. The priestess causes the distortion by mental concentration and 

channelling energies – it’s self-perpetuating.’ 

‘Could you do it?’ asked Mike. 

Greh shrugged. ‘Yes.’ 

‘I thought only priestesses could do it,’ countered Mike. 

‘Lord Greh is a special case,’ put in Horlerh. 

‘Why?’ asked Mike. 

Horlerh said carefully, ‘Lord Aoan enabled him.’ 

‘Could all Old Ones do it if they tried?’ persisted Mike. 

‘No,’ answered Greh. ‘Their powers of focussing are limited.’ 

‘So why can you do it?’ 

Greh hesitated. Aimee said: ‘Lord Aoan did a rebuild job – this is the souped-up model.’ 

Greh laughed and tossed back his hair in a careless, arrogant gesture, and said: ‘If you like!’ 

Mike pressed on his point. ‘The oldest writings that survive suggest considerable powers 

not endorsed by later material – after you dematerialised last time you visited, I checked 

through the files. There are references to shape-changing, teleportation and light-weaving – 

and also to life creation.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘You and Aimee do your reading well – when you remember to read.’ He 

knew that the first time Errehn had met Aimee he had told her off for not analysing her 

sources critically. 

Mike brushed the implied reproach aside. ‘So you can create life?’ 

Greh hadn’t tried, but he was sure that he could. He could invent pockets of space time and 

fill them with whatever he wanted – so life should be easy. ‘Yes,’ he replied. 

‘Why did the Old Ones lose these powers?’ Mike persisted. 

Aimee sighed. She knew all this already from Greh, and waited impatiently as Greh 

explained. ‘They abandoned them because they felt they could not be controlled for the good 

of all, but were too often used only for the good of one or for the detriment of many. So these 

powers were proscribed. But now they are needed again – I think Aoan and Faroan could if 

they would, but old prejudices die hard. I, on the other hand, have no such prejudices.’ 

‘So can you just turn into a dragon at will?’ asked Mike. 

‘Mike,’ put in Aimee, ‘give him a break.’ 

‘This is serious research,’ insisted Mike. 

‘Yes, he can. But don’t ask him, because he’s tired,’ said Aimee. 

Mike laid the tray down on the grass and put his mug down on it. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘I 

realise that these powers may be only theoretical.’ 

‘Bother you, human male,’ said Greh sharply, ‘if you want a demonstration you shall have 

it,’ and suddenly darkness engulfed Mike Daims. 

It was utterly dark, and cold, with a screaming icy wind around him. He was hung in the 

wind. He cried out: ‘Aimee! Where are you?’ He felt movement against his legs. Something 

long and scaly – a tail. He looked around him, but could see nothing in the darkness – and 

then, as quickly as it can be spoken, three coils of tail went around his body, and claws seized 

his upper body, and a great head with glowing black eyes and fiery nostrils and huge white 

teeth hovered above him, and the tip of the tail prodded between his legs, and he yelled for 

help – 

And then the horror was over, and he was sitting in the daylight next to the plinth, the 

upturned tea tray and mug beside him on the grass. He felt tenderly at his upper arms and 

mumbled something which might have been: ‘What happened?’ 

‘I hope you’re satisfied,’ remarked Aimee from where she stood. Horlerh bent over him 

and checked his neck and hair. ‘You’re OK,’ she said. 

‘Where’s Lord Greh?’ muttered Mike. 
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‘He hasn’t reappeared. I guess he’s gone to find Ray Lewis,’ said Aimee. 

‘Poor bastard,’ said Mike – and Aimee knew that he meant Ray Lewis, and began to 

giggle. 

 

Greh – or Gray, as he was in human form – materialised outside Ray’s lab hut. He opened the 

door and went in, without knocking. 

Ray was sitting on a stool, pretending to read through one of his past lab reports – really he 

was thinking about the brilliant young technician who had just reappeared on site. As the door 

opened, he looked up and smiled with relief. 

‘Gray! Come in and sit down.’ 

Gray smiled calmly and sat down on a stool on the opposite side of the workbench. Ray 

closed his report and put it to one side. ‘I wanted to show you something,’ he said, gesturing 

to a nearby microscope. ‘This is a sample from one of our damaged ships.’ 

Gray looked down the microscope and adjusted the focus. ‘This was damaged in battle,’ he 

surmised. 

‘Yes. What kind of heat blast could produce that sort of damage?’ 

‘Something substantial,’ said Gray, examining the sample carefully. ‘The structure has 

become completely crystalline – don’t your weapons produce a similar effect? I thought they 

were superior to the pirates’.’ 

Ray shook his head. ‘They’re straight lasers – highly focussed but nothing more. This is 

something else – more like the blast of star energy – as if a star formed suddenly – well, you 

can see what I mean.’ 

Lasers! thought Gray. As simple as that? I suppose I expected something more advanced. 

‘What I was thinking,’ said Ray, ‘ was – that Flame down in the dig area – well, it hasn’t 

always been there.’ He looked Gray straight in the face, in deadly earnest. ‘That woman who 

is always down there – I think she’s one of these Grade A aliens. I think she lit it – she knows 

how it’s lit and how it works. Unfortunately she doesn’t trust me. I can’t get her to tell me. In 

fact I don’t think any of them trust me – I guess I came on a bit heavy that day you came 

down the spaceship plant.’ 

Gray nodded. ‘You did alarm Professor Daims,’ he agreed. ‘He felt he was being 

pressurised into helping you.’ 

‘But you know why – if we don’t crack this thing, McCrae will have us all in the electric 

chair.’ Ray sighed and ran a hand through his hair. 

‘How are the ships coming along?’ asked Gray. 

‘Well. Very well. You must come and have a look,’ said Ray at once. ‘They work. They’re 

impressive. Andrewes is delighted.’ He looked intently at Gray. ‘You ought to change jobs, 

Gray. You’re a natural technician.’ 

Gray smiled ironically. ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘but I have some obligations to these people here 

for now.’ 

‘You have bigger obligations to your nation,’ said Ray firmly. 

Gray raised his eyebrows. Had Ray forgotten what he, Gray, had said to him just before the 

vehicle went into the ditch? Clearly he had – he had put it down to an hallucination, caused by 

the accident – not realising that it was the vision of glory which caused the accident. 

‘I come from Sector Three,’ he said. ‘I owe nothing to the Federation, Ray. It’s done 

nothing for me.’ 

‘It gave you an education.’ 

‘I got most of that on my own initiative.’ 

‘It fed and housed you.’ 

‘Hardly. I can see you’ve never been outside sectors seven to nine.’ 

‘It nursed you in sickness.’ 
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‘My father died,’ said Gray bitterly, ‘when I was a child, because Earth is not deemed 

worthy to receive proper medical supplies.’ 

Ray averted his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said after a pause. ‘I can see it’s pointless appealing to 

your patriotism.’ 

‘Perhaps you now appreciate why sectors two to six have fallen to the pirates?’ enquired 

Gray. ‘It’s less to do with fire power and more to do with hatred of Trer.’ 

‘But will you help us?’ begged Ray. 

Me? He begs me, the apparent student archaeologist, the junior space technician? Gray 

sighed. ‘I’ll come and have a look,’ he agreed. 

‘We’ll take the vehicle,’ said Ray eagerly, jumping up and heading for the door. Gray, who 

would have preferred to walk, followed more slowly. ‘I see the vehicle survived its fall,’ he 

remarked, getting in at front left – Ray sat on front right. 

‘Thanks for getting help that day,’ said Ray, forgetting to answer. ‘Where did you go to 

after? You disappeared.’ 

‘I had to be somewhere else.’ 

‘The Prof. and the students got me out quite quickly. Slight damage to offside front wing.’ 

They bounced along the uneven road and down a still more uneven track to the supposed 

‘hotel’ construction site, in reality the entrance to the spaceship works. Security guards waved 

them through. As they stopped outside the site hut, Andrewes came out to meet them. 

‘Gray!’ he greeted the supposed student. ‘Have you come back for that job I promised 

you?’ 

‘No, Andrewes,’ said Gray, returning his smile, ‘but I would like to see the ships I helped 

design.’ 

‘Of course, of course. Come in – you’ll need an overall and safety helmet.’ 

So equipped, they went down into the works. ‘I’m glad you’ve come now,’ said Andrewes 

as they walked down the long roadway underground. ‘McCrae called this morning – she’s 

threatening us with a surprise visit sometime in the next few days. I’ll be glad if you can 

check over what we’ve done.’ 

The site supervisor asks me to check what’s he’s done? thought Gray ironically. ‘I’ll be 

glad to see it,’ he said quietly. 

The factory floor was busy. The ships were well advanced – their bodies reshaped, as Gray 

had outlined the last time he was here. ‘Have a look at this one,’ said Andrewes, leading Gray 

on board the nearest ship. 

They went into the tail to inspect the drive. Gray gave it a good looking over and said: ‘It’s 

OK, but I’m not impressed with the level of skill in construction. It’s clumsily done.’ 

‘We don’t have the skilled engineers,’ said Andrewes heavily. 

‘I’d better look at all of them,’ said Gray, taking command as easily as if this was already 

his plant and he were Emperor, inspecting his fleet. He slipped into the role so naturally that 

the two humans simply followed his lead without even realising that they were doing it. 

‘This one next, sir,’ said Andrewes, leading the way to the next ship without even realising 

that he had called the supposed archaeology student ‘sir’. 

Graham examined the drive minutely. ‘You can’t take this out,’ he said, irritation in his 

voice. ‘You’ve got a positive joined to a negative here.’ He pointed at the wires. 

Andrewes swore. 

Gray broke the connection, saying, ‘If anyone tries to fly this in its present state, they’ll be 

fried.’ He got up from his position crouched over the drive. ‘Let’s look at the next one.’ 

‘Yes, sir,’ said Andrewes, annoyed but not despairing – at least the problem had been 

caught before the ship tried to fly. He had complete confidence in this young commander – 

Commander? It had never crossed his mind before, but of course the young man was a 

commander. His very bearing announced it. He was already on the next ship, examining the 
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drive, saying, ‘You’ll be pleased to hear, Andrewes, that this one seems to be in working 

order,’ and he himself replied, ‘Delighted to hear it, sir.’ 

Ray Lewis said nothing. He watched Gray’s hands skim over the drive, checking the 

mechanism almost without touching it. He shared Andrewe’s conviction without a word 

passing between them: clearly Gray was from the military, and he had come to check the 

ships on the quiet, without kicking up a fuss, to make sure all was well before they tried to 

take them into action. 

The next ship, however, was not so good. Gray went over it, swore, pulled out a wire and 

said, ‘Andrewes, just what is that?’ 

Andrewes looked at it, and said in resigned tones, ‘A weld of sorts, sir.’ 

‘What sort of sorts?’ 

‘I wouldn’t like to commit myself, sir.’ 

‘Wisely said,’ retorted Gray, ‘whoever did this should never be allowed near a welding 

iron again,’ and he broke the weld. 

‘And what is wrong with it?’ another voice cut in. 

Andrewes jumped visibly. Ray Lewis coughed. They both turned round as best they could 

in the cramped space of the ship’s tail. A small woman, human, dark-skinned and grey haired, 

bespectacled, dressed in a white overall coat over a grey dress and low-heeled shoes, stood in 

the entrance doorway to the drive section. Gray looked at her and met her eye, and recognised 

her as instantly and surely as she recognised him: Rose McCrae, professor of physics, Head of 

Security, right hand and chief advisor to Leel Tiallamenthoulamou, President of the 

Federation. 

‘Ma’am,’ said Andrewes, ‘welcome aboard. We were just checking over the new drives. 

This one has been ruined by a maniac with a welding iron. If we tried to fly it every circuit 

would short.’ 

‘I see,’ said Rose drily. She advanced into the drive section, head ducked against the low 

ceiling – the males did not rise in her presence as the ceiling was too low. ‘And who is this 

young gentleman?’ 

She knew who he was – and he knew she knew. But did her technicians know they had 

been infiltrated by the general of the Imperial forces – the Imperial forces these ships were 

designed to fight? 

‘This is a commander from the fleet, ma’am,’ said Andrewes rapidly, ‘here to give the 

ships a quick check over. And it’s just as well. Those engineers you’ve sent us are worse than 

useless.’ 

‘Really?’ enquired Rose, her eyes on Graham Bradley. 

‘Really,’ said Gray, calmly meeting her eye. ‘I would not care to have any of my forces fly 

these ships, Professor.’ 

Ray and Andrewes relaxed when they saw that Gray and Rose clearly knew each other. 

She was giving him one of the ‘severe’ looks she reserved for her top officials when they had 

tried to argue with her; he was giving her the ‘I-know-I’m-right-and-I’m-not-backing-off’ 

look which was seen so often on the face of her immediate subordinates. Clearly Rose was 

simply making a point; she never liked interference or contradiction, but believed that as she 

was in charge the military should do what it was told without argument. 

Oddly, Rose found that she believed the enemy general. She knew that he was here to spy 

out her ships, and in fact she was flattered – clearly the Imperials were worried about her 

Interstellar Drive. For of course, it was hers – she had come up with the theory, although Ray 

had worked out the practice. 

But why was he pointing out the problems with the ships? From where she stood now she 

could see that the drive was a mess. It looked as if it had been stuck together with modelling 

clay. Could it be some weird sense of honour – that there is no victory in defeating useless 
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ships? Yet it had not stopped the Imperials blowing most of the Federal fleet to infinity before 

Rose had come up with the theory for a new interstellar drive. 

She gave it up for the moment, and said sharply, ‘We’d better look at the rest of the ships, 

hadn’t we?’ 

Hence it was that the head of Federation Security, two of her top technicians and the 

general of the enemy forces trekked round the new fleet. By the end, Gray had condemned 

around half the ships. Andrewes said heavily, ‘At least we know now – there’s still time to 

rebuild.’ 

Ray said to Gray, ‘You’d better stay around, sir, to oversee the engineers.’ 

Gray smiled ironically. ‘I need to be somewhere else, Ray. And that is supposed to be 

Andrewe’s job. Do I have to do everything for you?’ 

Rose interrupted: ‘Andrewes, Lewis – stop waving your arms about and get on with the 

rectification work. I want a word with our young friend here.’ She looked around. ‘Where can 

we talk in peace?’ 

‘There’s the lab, ma’am,’ suggested Andrewes. 

‘Very good. Now stop flapping and get on with it.’ 

She gestured to Graham Bradley to follow her, and marched back down the factory. Gray 

did follow, as he also wanted to talk to her. Once in the lab, Rose locked the door behind 

them. ‘Bradley,’ she said, ‘you’re under arrest.’ 

Rather as she expected, her companion tossed back his lovely golden hair and laughed 

merrily. Then he sat down on the workbench, facing her, cross legged, and said, ‘Rose, be 

serious. You know perfectly well I can just disappear if you get difficult, and we have 

important business to discuss.’ 

Rose put her hands on her hips. ‘OK,’ she said briskly. ‘Now tell me how your interstellar 

drive works.’ 

‘I act as a prism to focus energy to form a self-perpetuating energy system in a miniature 

alternative space-time continuum within the ship’s drive. Next question?’ 

Rose sighed in exasperation. ‘You’re talking in riddles.’ 

‘I’m not. You know my physiology is quite different from yours.’ 

‘Hence,’ snapped Rose, ‘the disappearing act. We currently hold Aversham, however.’ 

‘How is he?’ asked Gray, and Rose noted with satisfaction that he was clearly concerned 

about the miserable sodomite. 

‘In custody. We are rather hoping that you might be going to launch a rescue attempt.’ 

‘I see,’ said Gray coldly, and she saw his golden hair stir – although there was no breeze 

and he did not move his head. What was it about that hair? ‘You know that I’ve already 

killed one lover – letting another die in custody is no great problem.’ 

‘So you did kill Hoyles? I thought as much. Pray tell me how.’ 

‘Mental pressure. Very simple if one has the brains for it.’ 

Or the hair? She smiled sweetly. ‘Like the interstellar drive.’ 

He bowed his head briefly. ‘I congratulate you. You cracked it.’ 

‘Thank you. With no help from you Old Ones, either.’ 

‘If anyone could do it, it would be a human female. They have always been closest to us.’ 

He was pleased to see that she could not quite hide a wince, but she retorted: ‘In all ways, I 

should imagine.’  

‘Can we get down to business, Rose? About this war.’ 

‘Ah, yes,’ she said in her most charming tones, matching his. ‘What can I do for you, Mr 

Bradley?’ 

‘I realise you can’t surrender. It would be politically disastrous.’ 

‘Quite. The sectors would revolt.’ 

‘It would be disastrous for us, too.’ 
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‘Really?’ 

‘Yes. We don’t yet have the infrastructure to cope with it. We are not yet in a position to 

take over Sectors seven to nine. And when we are, we expect to be invited in, not to take them 

by force.’ 

Rose set her lips in a line as she considered this. ‘So what are you proposing?’ she asked. 

‘We have impasse,’ said Gray, ‘and neither of us can admit it publicly. You cannot recover 

Sectors two to six – we can advance and raid, but we cannot conquer, at least, not effectively, 

not without great loss of life and damage. So we need to keep up a pretext of a war, without 

any cost to either side.’ 

Rose nodded slowly. She understood where he was going and she was impressed by the 

political acumen of this youth – she knew from his records that he was only nineteen. 

‘So let us agree,’ said Gray, ‘to do just that. We shall keep up a phoney war. We shall raid 

each other, but not very seriously. All damage will be compensated for. If either side breaks 

the rules of phoney engagement then the other side may renew full hostilities. But there is no 

gain for either side in doing so.’ 

Rose looked at him for a long moment without a word. Then she said, ‘Yet I assume from 

your earlier remarks that you expect to conquer us sometime.’ 

‘Not exactly,’ said Gray. ‘When the President dies there will be disorder in the Federation 

– then I expect to be invited in. Until then I am happy to wait.’ 

Rose gave him another long stare. Then she smiled slightly. ‘I’m impressed,’ she said. ‘I 

am impressed. You congratulated me on my command of physics – now let me congratulate 

you on your command of statecraft.’ 

Gray smiled and bowed his head a little. ‘Thank you.’ 

‘But there is just one flaw. Leel is a Gustu. She may live another hundred years.’ 

‘I doubt it,’ said Gray gently, ‘for you are her dearest friend, and you won’t live that long. 

But in any case, Professor McCrae, I am of the Sacred People, a dragon, and I have 

rediscovered the secret of eternal youth. I will not die, and when the President passes on, my 

body will be as young as it is now. So you see I have all the time in eternity to wait.’ 

Rose shook her head. ‘We shall see, shall we?’ she said briskly, in a tone which said that 

the interview was over. 

‘I shall see – you may not,’ retorted Gray. ‘Do you agree to my terms, Professor – or shall 

this be a real war, to the death – with all the loss and sorrow that involves?’ 

‘I’ll consider it,’ snapped Rose. ‘Now, Bradley, as I said – you’re under arrest.’ 

Gray sighed, shook his hair, stretched out his arms – and vanished before her very eyes. 

 

He hung in the void, searching for a mental pattern of energy, and found it at last – although it 

was very faint. Following it, he rematerialised in a small cell in the Security Building in Trer 

city. It had no windows and one small, dim overhead light. Wall, floor and ceiling were made 

of bare concrete. There was a bucket for slops – it stank. There was no furniture except for a 

low bed with a torn blanket – and on that bed lay a figure, eyes open but face a blank. 

Greh knelt by the bed. ‘J!’ The eyes flickered, the mouth moved, but no words came. The 

mental patterns were too disrupted to generate words. Great rage surged within Greh. 

‘They’ve tortured you,’ he exclaimed, and held the still body to him, ‘I’ll kill them – root 

them out, branch and twig.’ Then he dematerialised again, taking J. with him. 

 

It had been quiet on Oh planet since the truce broke out. The pirates were starting up farming 

and herding, and setting up small industries to sell goods and services to the tourists who 

came to Oh on cruise ships to visit the pirate base, to the travellers who used Oh as a transit 

port, changing from Federation ships to Imperial vessels, and to the traders who trans-shipped 

their goods here from Federation freight vessels to Imperial ones. Errehn – who was in charge 
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on Oh since Aoan had gone to Gustu with Anja, and Faroan and Memnon had gone back to 

Thorion, and Greh was all over the place – was out in the fields with Carl Poulson, who used 

to be an officer in the Federation fleet until he was captured by Greh. Errehn and Carl’s main 

interest in each other was that they could talk to each other about Greh, but they did this for 

most of their leisure hours every day. 

Suddenly a shadow fell across them as they walked. They blinked and looked around, and 

cried: ‘Greh!’ and leapt to greet him – and then saw that he was carrying someone in his arms. 

‘Who’s that?’ cried Carl, and Errehn said, ‘It’s J. How did he get into that state?’ 

‘This is all my fault,’ said Greh contritely. ‘Help me carry him back to the base. He needs 

serious medical care.’ 

Carl ran ahead while Errehn helped Greh, which gave Greh the opportunity to explain to 

Errehn how he had come to almost bring about the death of their mutual lover. Errehn made 

remarks like: ‘McCrae’s a monster,’ and ‘she’s evil,’ and then they reached the pirate’s base, 

and found Carl waiting in the entrance with one of the medics who had come to them from  

Fairly space base and had stayed because she liked the atmosphere. She took control, bossing 

them into the base and into the medical centre, called on her assistants (some of the pirates 

and others who had joined Greh’s force had opted to work in the medical centre – they said it 

was more satisfying work than piracy), got J. into bed and fixed up various monitors to keep 

an eye on him. Then she shoo’ed them all out again, with a promise that they could come 

back in an hour or two when she’d got him stabilised. 

‘I’d better get back to Teren,’ Greh said. ‘I’ve left McCrae’s space technicians looking at 

the new ships I helped to design.’ 

‘Do they work?’ asked Errehn. 

‘They will when I’ve told them how to fix them,’ said Greh. He grinned at Carl’s 

incredulous expression. ‘Don’t worry, darling! I’m arranging things so that they won’t 

actually attack us. See you soon.’ He kissed Carl, and then Errehn, and vanished in a flash of 

light. 

Errehn heaved a sigh. Carl said, ‘I’d like to go to Teren, but he never gives me time to tell 

him.’ 

‘We need to tie him down next time he drops by,’ said Errehn. ‘There’s no reason why he 

shouldn’t take us with him. After all, he brought J. here.’ 

 

So Gray rematerialised in the factory outside the lab door a second after he left McCrae, and 

hurried to find Ray and Andrewes. 

‘How is McCrae?’ asked Ray anxiously as he came up. 

‘Annoyed,’ said Gray. ‘She thinks I’m public enemy number one.’ 

‘She hates people doing her favours,’ observed Andrewes, ‘so it’s no wonder, I suppose, 

sir.’ 

‘I guess not,’ said Greh, tossing back his hair and giving Andrewes one of his devastating 

smiles. 

‘I’d be grateful if you could stay and oversee the work,’ pleaded Ray. ‘At least coach our 

engineers. They’re absolutely clueless.’ 

‘We’d both be very grateful, sir,’ put in Andrewes, ‘–you’ve seen what they’re capable of 

– I mean, not.’ 

Greh gave in. They were looking at him so beseechingly, and he could never resist 

worship. ‘OK,’ he said, shrugging, ‘you’ve persuaded me. Get the engineers together and I’ll 

talk to them.’ 

 

Rose McCrae went back to Trer in rather a whirl of emotions. Her temper was not improved 

when she called Security from her ship to order Aversham eradicated, only to be told he had 
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disappeared. Clearly Bradley had got him out by his new teleporting trick, however he 

managed it. 

‘We’re fighting demons,’ she muttered to herself, and braced herself to break the news of 

the last day to Leel. 

The President was in her private office, the so-called ‘green room’ because the carpet was 

green. She was seated on a low chair at her desk, reading various reports. She looked as ever 

like a rather severe pixie – a greying pixie now, but a pixie nevertheless – and was dressed in 

a grey trousersuit. Rose knocked after entering; Leel looked up. 

‘Ah, Rose,’ she said, her voice strained and tired, ‘come in. I’m glad you’re back. What 

news of the ships?’ 

Rose sighed. ‘Bad and not so bad,’ she said, shutting the door behind her. 

‘Sit down.’ Leel gestured to a low, easy chair. She remained behind her desk. ‘Are the 

ships repaired?’ 

‘In a manner of speaking, yes – and in another manner of speaking, no.’ Rose paused and 

pursed her lips. ‘They have been repaired and the design has been amended so they are now 

slower and much more reliable.’ 

‘Good,’ said Leel. ‘So they will not need a complete overhaul after each flight.’ 

‘Indeed. The bad news is that the engineers are a bunch of complete incompetents. Half the 

fleet is still not fit to fly.’ 

‘The not so bad news?’ 

‘I have left them in the hands of a competent technician who is training them in correct 

technique.’ 

‘Excellent,’ said Leel, her face relaxing a little. ‘Where did you find this technician? I need 

some more.’ 

‘That’s the bad part,’ said Rose heavily. ‘It’s Graham Bradley.’ 

‘What?’ Leel’s face twisted into a picture of incredulity. ‘Rose, what do you mean?’ 

‘I mean Bradley is on Teren. He’s infiltrated our plant.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I don’t know. He’s got Lewis and Andrewes following him around like a couple of 

faithful hounds. He redesigned the ships and the drives so they work more reliably, as I said – 

he checked every drive and found all the faults and now he’s coaching the engineers.’ 

‘Crackers,’ said Leel, lapsing into slang, ‘he’s absolutely crackers. Or – what? What is he 

up to? You’re sure he hasn’t sabotaged them?’ 

‘Yes. I went around again myself and checked. I can only think of two reasons.’ Rose 

paused for breath, then continued, carefully. ‘First – it’s a case of honour, because there is no 

honour in defeating a helpless foe; but that didn’t stop him smashing our fleet before.’ 

‘Quite,’ agreed Leel. 

‘Two, he’s making allies for the future. When he takes over he will have two competent 

technicians, plus a team of competent engineers, plus a fleet that will fly – plus he knows all 

about the fleet now, its limits and capabilities.’ 

Leel nodded. ‘Yes, that’s it,’ she agreed. She put her hands to her forehead, elbows on the 

table, thinking for a moment, then said: ‘I refuse to surrender. I will fight them to the last. 

They are tyrants and despots who drain everything from the people – we can’t just let them 

take over. We have a duty to fight.’ 

Rose sighed. ‘He’s counting on that,’ she said. ‘He told me that this is a phoney war; 

neither of us can afford to fight, but neither can we make peace. So he said we should pretend 

to carry on the war, and in reality do nothing.’ 

Leel looked at her. ‘So he doesn’t want to take over?’ she asked, incredulous. 

‘He’s waiting for you to die. Then he says he will step in during the ensuing confusion.’ 
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‘But I’m only a hundred and fifty. I should live for another fifty years. By then he’ll be an 

old man.’ 

‘He says not. He says he has discovered eternal youth. And he talks of himself as if he’s an 

Old One.’ 

‘His hair’s the wrong colour,’ said Leel sharply. 

‘But apart from that, he does look like one.’ 

Leel sighed. She said: ‘I refuse to surrender. And if he thinks we can’t afford to fight I will 

show him differently. When will the ships be ready?’ 

‘Within the week,’ said Rose. ‘Bradley is overseeing it.’ 

‘You mean he’s still on Teren?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I could just go over there and arrest him?’ 

‘No. He will just vanish. I’ve already tried that.’ 

‘How does he do that?’ asked Leel. ‘He did it when our people arrested him and 

Aversham.’ 

‘It’s some Old One trick – although not one I heard of before.’ 

‘I would like to meet this notorious bandit,’ mused Leel. ‘Does he bite?’ 

‘No,’ said Rose. ‘He is extraordinarily pleasant. He will bewitch you as he’s bewitched 

Lewis and Andrewes if you don’t take care.’ 

Leel thought for a while, then said: ‘I doubt I can get away. We don’t want the journals to 

get to your plant – someone might try to sabotage it. The Grade As in Trer, for instance. No, 

send some of your agents to keep an eye on Bradley and we’ll keep our distance. And when 

the ships are ready, we’ll strike without warning. That will show him we’re serious and we 

don’t intend to let him take over easily. As for his boast of waiting for me to die – we’ll see 

which one of us lives longest. Admiral Rogers said she nearly annihilated him in the first 

strike – this time we’ll blow the whole planet to eternity and be done with them for good.’ 

 

For a week, Greh slept at the archaeologists’ site in a tent loaned by the department, and 

walked over to the spaceship construction plant every day, or was driven by Ray Lewis. 

Lewis could not see enough of him. He fawned on Greh at every available moment, followed 

him around and plied him with questions. Aimee felt a little neglected, and Greh felt 

increasingly frustrated. He wanted Aimee and he did not want Ray, but he had Ray on his 

heels all day and hardly saw Aimee at all. 

The rectification work on the ships was complete by the end of the week. Greh took one 

out for a test flight and declared it safe to fly. He took his leave of Andrewes and Lewis and 

the rest of the personnel of the plant. 

Back at the camp, he asked Horlerh for leave to go. She gave it reluctantly. ‘I suppose you 

are well,’ she said, ‘but I fear that the moment you’re gone you’ll unbalance again.’ 

‘Aimee won’t marry me,’ retorted Greh, ‘and what else am I to do?’ 

Aimee, who was standing nearby, frowned and blushed. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said, ‘I’m not 

that important.’ 

‘I’m not being silly,’ retorted Greh. ‘I love you, and I know you love me.’ 

‘I admit it. Unwise of me, I know.’ 

‘Then why won’t you marry me?’ 

‘Don’t be silly! You can’t be faithful to me. You’re a Rhuaan. It’s not in your nature.’ 

He sighed. ‘I can. You’ll see.’ 

‘You can’t. It’ll make you ill. You have to draw in love from everyone.’ 

‘Even though I love everyone, you’ve got first place.’ 

‘What, first among millions?’ 

‘Yes! And if you go on saying “no” – I’ll carry you away and lock you in my harem.’ 
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Mike Daims, seeing the three gathered round the Flame, came strolling down to join them 

and heard the last remark. ‘Just try it and I’ll break your arm,’ he said. 

Greh stepped back. It had been a joke – and Aimee and Horlerh knew it was a joke – but 

clearly it had struck the male human on a sore spot. Mike’s sharp aggression surprised him – 

Aimee had said that Mike was jealous, but was he really this jealous? 

Apparently he was. ‘You, sir, are a cad and a bounder,’ said Mike, striking a deliberately 

theatrical pose. ‘You have taken advantage of this maiden who was under my protection and I 

demand satisfaction.’ 

‘Mike!’ protested Aimee, laughing awkwardly, ‘don’t be silly. It’s nothing to do with you.’ 

‘On the contrary, dear lady’ (he pretended to raise his hat to her – in fact he never wore a 

hat) ‘it is everything to do with me. So what shall it be, sir? Pistols at dawn? Blasters at noon? 

Name your weapon.’ 

‘Mike!’ cried Aimee, cringing in embarrassment. Greh’s hair was wafting threateningly in 

the air. 

‘Mike,’ he said, ‘pull back. I claim Aimee – she gave her heart to me. You have no claim.’ 

‘No,’ retorted Mike, ‘I loved her first. Get out of here, you – alien tyrant. Keep your hands 

off this pure woman!’ And he pulled back his fist and struck Greh on the jaw. 

Greh was unguarded, and the blow hit home. He reeled back and then righted himself, let 

his hair fly out, raised his hands and – 

‘No!’ shouted Aimee. ‘Greh, no!’ and she flung herself in front of him and threw her arms 

about him, making him skip back. Horlerh cried to Mike: ‘Run, Mike, run!’ 

‘No,’ shouted Mike, ‘no, I’ll kill him. I’m a better man than he is.’ 

Greh put his arms around Aimee and said, ‘Then I’ll take you with me.’ Mike shouted, 

‘No! Aimee! No!’ Horlerh flung out her arms. The Flame shot up, ten feet of pure blue heat. 

Horlerh pointed both hands at Greh, arms fully extended. She shouted something which the 

humans did not understand. Greh let go of Aimee and flung his arms towards Horlerh. There 

was a crack and a flash and the Flame suddenly spread out and for an instant the two humans 

thought it was about to engulf them all – 

Then all was quiet. The Flame burned three feet tall. Horlerh picked herself up from the 

ground where Lord Greh’s energy field had flung her, and dusted herself down. Greh was 

nowhere to be seen. 

Aimee spoke first. ‘Where is he?’ 

‘He has taken himself away,’ replied Horlerh. ‘He’ll be back. Don’t leave the camp or he’ll 

take you.’ 

‘Take me where?’ Aimee found that she was laughing, partly with relief and released fear. 

‘I don’t know. He’s powerful. I don’t know what he’s planning. He only went because I 

flung the Flame at him – and he did not have to go then, but all of the Sacred People would 

hesitate to fight the Flame.’ Horlerh looked at Mike. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked 

concernedly. 

Mike, who was shaken but otherwise unharmed, got to his feet and said, ‘Yes.’ 

‘Thanks for intervening,’ said Aimee to Horlerh. ‘– Although what all Mike’s melodrama 

was in aid of – no, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’ 

Mike looked her in the eye, and said: ‘Will you marry me?’ 

‘Don’t be a fool!’ she retorted, and marched away up the site, towards the kitchen hut. 

Mike watched her go, then turned to Horlerh. ‘How do you rate my chances?’ he asked 

hopefully. 

‘Low. He has his hold over her now – she won’t break away easily.’ 

‘Like a bad magician. An evil spell on the fair maiden to make her love him.’ 

Horlerh smiled at his childish metaphor and said, ‘If you like!’ 

‘How can the poor prince break the spell?’ 
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‘I don’t know. I’ll work on it.’ 

‘You’re a heroine,’ he said, bent and kissed her hand – then strode away up the site, 

heading for the lab hut, where Andy and three other students were working on recent finds. 

Stepping through the open doorway, he approached Andy and said, ‘Andy, we’ve got to bury 

the hatchet – I need a word.’ 

Andy regarded him suspiciously. ‘What about?’ 

‘Lord Greh.’ 

‘Gray, you mean. What for?’ 

‘Come outside and I’ll tell you.’ 

‘I’m going nowhere.’ 

Mike sighed and lowered his voice. ‘Listen, then. Apparently he’s got mental control over 

Aimee so she has to love him.’ 

Andy put down the small soft brush he was holding and said, ‘You don’t say!’ 

‘I do – or, at least, Horlerh did.’ 

‘Where’s Gray now?’ 

‘He’s gone. He tried to take Aimee with him and Horlerh and I managed to stop him. It 

was impressive – the Flame went explosive and – well, anyway, he went and left Aimee 

behind, but Horlerh said he’ll be back for her. So we have to guard her all the time and she 

mustn’t leave the site.’ 

Andy nodded slowly. ‘I get you,’ he said, wonderingly. ‘I don’t understand Gray – he’s 

changed a lot, I guess.’ 

‘Just a little. So, will you help me guard Aimee?’ 

‘You bet!’ 

‘Good lad.’ Mike slapped his back and left the hut. 

The other students stared at Andy. ‘What’s all this, then?’ one asked. ‘Stalking Professor 

Neasden?’ 

‘Bodyguard,’ replied Andy. ‘The Prof needs a bodyguard, good people, and Daims and 

Hagenmuller will provide one.’ 

‘Bodyguard against what?’ 

‘The strange forces of space,’ declared Andy. ‘Principalities and powers, the unseen rulers 

of this world, the forces of evil in the heavens. So I say unto you’ – he waved his brush at 

them – ‘put on the whole armour of God, and then you will be able to stand in the day of 

testing.’ 

‘Get away,’ they said, laughing, and went on with their work. But Andy continued thinking 

furiously as he worked, for the words from St Paul’s letter to the Ephesians had come to him 

unbidden, and he did not believe he was mistaken. 
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3. What happened to Ray 

 

Faroan the Emperor sat crosslegged in the Cavern of the Flame within the Sapphire Cape of 

Thorion, meditating on the Empire. He had returned to Thorion a month before, to oversee the 

rebuilding of Rhuaan communications across the sectors, the organisation of administration 

and the administration of justice, the training of young and old as fighter pilots and as 

scientists, healers, teachers, the organisation of records, and all that was necessary to rebuild 

the Empire from its heart. He had not come back to Thorion willingly – he wanted to remain 

with his beloved, Grehoan the Golden Dragon, on the planet of Oh; he had wanted to go with 

Aoan to Gustu; he wanted to travel the sectors and see the people. However, the Priestess 

insisted that he was needed on Thorion as the psychological centre of the Empire, as the focus 

of power and energy, and she became increasingly agitated the longer he was absent. 

Greh said that despite her much-professed dislike of Imperial supervision, the Priestess 

was unhappy when Faroan was not on the planet because there was no one for her to blame 

for problems. Aoan said that perhaps Faroan helped to balance the planet’s energies, and with 

him gone the whole electro-magnetic field of the place went completely out of kilter, thrown 

awry by the Priestess and her acolytes’ fanaticism over mystic harmonies and cosmic 

energies. Whatever the cause, Faroan was very reluctantly back on Thorion; Greh was on Oh 

and Aoan was on Gustu, and he missed them both achingly and constantly. 

At least he had one comfort – and that was a comfort that Greh much begrudged him, 

claiming that Faroan had stolen her from him. Memnon, the beautiful and intelligent Mary 

woman from Herluin, had accompanied him from Oh when he had to leave Greh. He and 

Memnon both missed Greh, but they loved each other and found some comfort in each other’s 

embraces. 

Frustrated as he was to be separated from Aoan and Greh, he knew that the pain was 

slowly gaining its reward. The Empire was growing – slowly, but nevertheless there was 

progress. Few of the ancient habitable planets in sectors one to six still existed, and even 

fewer were still habitable, but Aoan had set up a base on Halleh and Greh had established a 

garrison on Abbaba. Aoan’s captain Mylee had a small base in Siberia on Earth, and one of 

Aoan’s officers was in command on Creh, whose population was reasonably amenable to 

Imperial authority provided that the Imperials paid for the military. One of the Priestess’s 

acolytes was in charge on Bessideh, but the real man in charge on Bessideh was Greh’s 

human pet Ragnor, who ran an entertainment centre and had connections to everyone with 

any influence on the planet. Likewise, on Herluin, Greh had friendly connections with the 

Mary population and controlled the self-styled human governor, his human pet Nick van der 

Ruhe. Aoan was on Gustu with Anja, a young Gustu pirate and another one of Greh’s pets. It 

seemed, Faroan thought with a wry smile, that Greh was slowly taking over the Empire by 

collecting pets. And as Greh had learned the ancient Rhuaan ability to move through space 

and, to a limited degree, through time, he was able to travel from one planet to another, from 

one pet to another, across the vastness of the galatic arm and keep the various parts of the 

young, re-forming Empire together. The rest of the population had to rely on spaceships – 

although the Mary workshops on Herluin were now turning out fine new faster-than-light 

ships, powered by the traditional Rhuaan interstellar drive, as constructed by Greh or Aoan; or 

they could use the Imperial interstellar communication system, which the Marys and the 

Priestess’s acolytes, and Aoan’s fleet, had been rebuilding. It now worked well enough for 

Faroan to be able to talk on Greh on Oh, or Aoan on Gustu. But it was not the same as having 

them here. 

Faroan concentrated on the thought of Greh. He knew that Greh would come to him 

physically if he called. But sometimes Greh was distracted by other things – such as his 
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various pets – and he had to concentrate hard to find him. In the Cavern of the Flame, he 

could draw in the Flame’s energy and focus his mind on his heart’s desire, the beautiful 

golden-haired vision of love – that slender, willowly figure, that merry laugh, the sweet voice 

– the Greh who was as much female as male, whom he thought of as his wife, his female 

permanent partner. Oh, Grehoan, my love – where are you? 

Then he heard a voice, sweet and gentle, breathe into his mind: ‘I’m here, darling. Why are 

you fretting? I always come when you call,’ and Greh materialised before him, knelt and 

kissed his lips. Faroan knelt up at once, caught his beloved in his embrace and kissed him/her 

long and warmly. 

‘Darling,’ he said at last, ‘it seems eons since you were here.’ 

‘I think it’s only a few days,’ said his lover apologetically. They looked at each other, 

smiling through damp eyes, both thinking the same thought: this isn’t working. We have to 

live apart, to work rebuilding the Empire, but it’s destroying us. 

Faroan jumped to his feet and pulled Greh up after him. ‘Come,’ he said, and dragged Greh 

out of the Cave’s narrow entrance, down a winding path through the singing trees towards his 

own home, carved out of the rock. But as they reached the entrance, he paused and plucked a 

handful of red berries from the trees, popped one in Greh’s mouth and ate one himself. Greh 

smiled lovingly at him and said, ‘I’m all yours,’ leaning his/her body against Faroan’s, and 

Faroan swept her up into his arms and carried her under the gateway, across the little 

courtyard and into his sleeping room. He laid Greh on a pile of cushions, tapped the door 

behind them to lock it, and then lay down beside his wife, kissing her long and passionately. 

‘Oh, darling,’ breathed Greh, and let him/herself fall into Faroan’s arms, letting her aura 

spread and engulf Faroan, letting herself flow into Faroan’s self … 

They whirled together as a mass of energy, as pulsing light and power, wholly united, 

giving themselves utterly to each other. All time and no time passed as they shared their love 

– their passion, their burning desire for each other, the long pain of separation, the total joy of 

reuniting. At last they rested, still more together than apart, but sufficiently separated to be 

aware that they were two entities rather than one. 

‘Faroan, when I am with you, there is nothing else in creation.’ 

‘Darling – how can we continue to be apart? How can we live with so much separation – a 

few hours of joy, among so many hours of pain?’ 

‘You know I can’t easily stay,’ said Greh. ‘I have to lead my pirates and keep my people 

happy. We’ll lose them if I don’t. And the Priestess insists you stay here. When can you next 

risk a holiday, darling?’ 

Faroan laughed bitterly and said, ‘I think next week.’ 

Greh echoed the bitter laugh and kissed Faroan’s neck. Faroan held her very close. Greh 

had rematerialised in female form, the beautiful and passionate Hyunnah, who denied her pets 

and her lovers nothing, and whom Faroan adored. But as he thought this, he felt Greh’s 

anxiety/annoyance, and Greh said aloud: ‘Darling, the Priestess has been nagging me. She 

wants me to take a permanent female partner. She wants me to be a husband and father a 

child.’ 

Faroan caressed Greh-Hyunnah’s back, and thought more firmly of Greh as female, and 

felt her/him giggle. ‘Yes, darling. I think I could bear you a child, but at the moment we are 

so busy –’ 

‘It can wait, darling. We have all the time in creation for each other. At the moment you 

have to concentrate on your pirates and the Federation. Have you seen the new Federal ships 

again?’ 

‘They’re almost ready to fly. I think they’ll be going to Fairly Base. We have a truce with 

Fairly Base, so they won’t trouble us. Andrewes will be disappointed – if he ever finds out, 

but I don’t think McCrae will let him find out.’ 
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Faroan could read so many different thoughts in his wife’s mind – her pride about the new 

Federal ships which she had helped to redesign, her affection for Andrewes, her awareness of 

the danger posed by that human female Professor Rose McCrae. But with the apprehension/ 

slight fear/ dislike there was an undercurrent of fond amusement … 

‘It’s no good, darling. You can’t help loving humans. I know you’d make them all your 

pets if you could.’ 

‘You’re right, darling. I wish we didn’t have to fight them. But they’ll never let us take 

over their government unless we prove our worth to rule, and for humans that means fighting. 

They’re very basic in some ways.’ 

‘Thinking of government, darling, Memnon has been talking about it. She says we need to 

work out a proper system of government for the Federation.’ 

‘The Federation just took over the old Imperial system. They claimed they were going to 

reform it, but they never did.’ 

‘Memnon is going to reform it. She has all sorts of ideas.’ 

‘Where is she, darling?’ 

‘Down at the labs, talking to the Priestess’s acolytes about treatment of basic Mary 

diseases. She’ll be back for the evening meal.’ 

Greh giggled. ‘Let’s enjoy ourselves some more, darling, before we get serious. We can 

pretend the war is over and it’s my day …’ 

Faroan held her tight and wound his body about her, and Greh returned his passion with 

her own. If only you could travel through space, darling, she thought, and come with me to 

Oh! Then we could be together. Faroan sighed: he could not understand how Greh had learnt 

how to dematerialise and travel through space but had not been able to teach himself or Aoan 

how to do the same. Then they both felt Memnon’s aura approaching, separated into two 

entities, and got up to greet her. 

Memnon walked up from the Priestess’s laboratories on all fours, her long feathered tail 

held high over her back. She was tired, and a little annoyed – the Priestess and her acolytes 

did not seem to take Mary illnesses seriously, being far more interested in breeding new forms 

of beetles on Thorion. Memnon, who knew that a sure way to a nation’s heart is to cure its 

health problems, was determined that the new Empire would win her people’s hearts by 

showing its ability to care. She flicked her tail and her ears and told herself that she would get 

her brother and his friends on to the problem if the Rhuaans would not deal with it. And then 

she looked up, and saw the Emron standing in the archway ahead with the Emperor, and all 

her worries dissolved. She cried out his name and ran to his arms, and they embraced 

lovingly. 

‘Memnon, my sweet. How are you?’ 

‘Wonderful, now you’re here. When did you arrive?’ 

‘Earlier this afternoon. Faroan called me.’ 

Memnon looked into his face and saw his love and desire for Faroan, and for herself, and 

for all creation, and thought again how much she loved him. 

‘We all miss you so much,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’ 

‘You’re hungry,’ said Greh, reading her aura, ‘you’ve had a hard day, Memnon. Come in 

and tell us about it.’ 

‘Oh, Emron,’ she said, sighing, as Faroan took her right front paw in his left hand, and 

Greh took her left in his right, and they led her into Faroan’s home, ‘you’d think that the 

Priestess had never heard of Marys, for all the care she gives to us!’ 

‘I was afraid of that,’ said Faroan grimly. 

‘Why, what is it?’ asked Greh. 
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‘Memnon is trying to set up a new medical system for the Marys. She wants the Priestess 

to help,’ said Faroan. ‘So far the Priestess has shown as much interest as she does in our 

partnership.’ 

‘Not so much interested as determined to destroy it. I see,’ said Greh, sitting down with 

Memnon on the cushions in Faroan’s day room. Faroan went to check on the fish stew he had 

left to cook slowly from that morning, and Greh and Memnon shared a fond embrace. ‘Aoan 

bullied the Priestess’s girls into helping on Bessideh. I hoped they’d be prepared to do 

something similar on Herluin.’ 

‘She might if you asked her, lord,’ said Memnon hopefully. 

‘Or she’ll demand I find a female partner first.’ 

‘Oh, no, lord! You have Lord Aoan and Lord Faroan.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, ‘not to mention many loving friends such as yourself, and lots of pets.’ 

Memnon gave a Mary smile, twirling her whiskers. She liked the idea that Nick van der 

Ruhe, the constant thorn in the side of the Marys of Herluin, was nothing more than the 

Emron’s pet. 

‘I think,’ said Greh, ‘I’ll talk to the girls on Bessideh. They might be willing to branch out 

a little. And then, when we have something started, we can come back to the Priestess for 

some help.’ 

Memnon’s whiskers whirled. She liked that ‘we’. She touched Greh’s nose with her own – 

he hugged her tightly, burying his fingers in her thick, dark brown fur. She was such a 

beautiful, intelligent woman – it was easy to forget that she was not Rhuaan. 

Faroan came back, carrying the stew pot, which he placed on the stone-flagged floor of the 

room, then he fetched three bowls, spoons and a plate of flat bread. They all sat on cushions 

around the pot, and served themselves with stew. ‘You were going to talk to Greh about 

systems of government,’ Faroan reminded Memnon. 

‘Yes: I’ve been thinking about how to make the new Empire hold together. We need top-

down and bottom-up. At present, the Federation is ruled by the Federal government council 

on Trer, which used to be elected but is now co-opted by the current members. The President 

is chosen by the government ministers, and rules for life. The government council on Trer 

appoints the ruling councils of each sector, and they appoint the planetary governors, who 

choose their own ministers. We need to get our own people into those posts, but there is no 

way that the President will appoint anyone she knows is working for us.’ 

‘I can adopt them,’ said Greh, ‘as I adopted Nick.’ 

‘Yes, but she will quickly find out and remove them. I understand that McCrae’s security 

system is very efficient.’ 

‘So what are you suggesting?’ asked Faroan. ‘You mentioned bottom-up.’ 

Memnon appeared diffident – she flicked her ears and puffed out her tail. ‘The Lo Man 

Swee said that what the old Empire needed was representative assemblies,’ she said. 

‘I remember,’ said Faroan. ‘I could never understand what they would achieve. Those who 

were elected or selected would not have the knowledge to advise, and if they tried to rule they 

would spend all their time quarrelling.’ 

‘Yes, lord. I agree. But I’ve been thinking about this. People will believe that the elected 

assemblies are doing something, and this will release political tension. And with time the 

members of the assemblies will start to take their posts seriously and they will study and learn 

about how the Empire runs and then they will be able to advise effectively. And they will 

always have local knowledge, so they can inform the planetary governor about local needs.’ 

‘So you suggest only planetary assemblies? The Lo Man Swee was going to have them at 

every level,’ recalled Greh. He had not himself read the book, but Aoan had – so, in a sense, 

he had. 
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‘I suggest we start with planetary assemblies,’ said Memnon. ‘Then we work up to sector 

level, and then to the Empire. And I suggest we begin by setting up an assembly on Herluin, 

Creh or Bessideh; then we can see how it works and sort out any problems. When we have 

shown that it works, and that it makes government stronger, not weaker, then we can start 

suggesting the concept to the Federal Sectors. When the people of the Federation see that 

representation is a good thing, they will demand it from the Trer government – and the Trer 

government will have to give it. And so we can get our own people into power.’ 

‘We may also see a lot of other people in power,’ observed Faroan. 

‘Yes,’ admitted Memnon, ‘but I think the Emron is so popular that he will have the most 

supporters.’ 

‘I assume that the planetary governor won’t have to pay any attention to the assembly if 

she or he doesn’t want to,’ said Greh. 

‘No, but if the assembly truly represents the people of the planet, it will be in his or her 

interests to do so,’ said Memnon. ‘In any case, it will provide a forum for discussion and 

debate, and allow concerns and interests to be aired. At present, everything happens behind 

closed doors. This will make government more open, so people will trust it more, and will be 

far less likely to revolt.’ 

Faroan finished eating his soup and put down his bowl. ‘This will need a great deal of 

thought before we even suggest it to the governor of Creh, or Herluin, or Bessideh,’ he said. 

‘Because it will have to work, if our people are to trust it. Greh, you know the governors 

better than I do. What is your advice?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll think about it. And I’ll go and talk to the people, and take 

some soundings.’ 

Memnon flicked her ears. The Emrons were taking her suggestion seriously – she was 

delighted and proud. They were intelligent and loving, but rather inclined to be tyrannical, in 

a totally loving and paternal/maternal way. The Lo Man Swee was right about that, in any 

case. These assemblies would help prevent the new Empire from going the way of the old 

one. She finished her own soup and put down her bowl. ‘How are your new ships, Emron?’ 

she asked Greh. ‘The ones on Teren?’ 

Greh smiled at her, and said, ‘They’re almost ready. In fact –’ he put down his own bowl. 

‘They’re ready. Lewis is looking for me. I’d better go.’ He turned to Faroan. ‘Darling, can 

you risk coming with me? I’ll only be gone a few minutes.’ 

Faroan thought about it, remembered his last shouting match with the Priestess, and said: 

‘Take Memnon, darling. If it looks like taking longer than a few minutes, come back for me.’  

Greh kissed him warmly, grabbed Memnon’s right hand, and vanished. 

Faroan sighed deeply, picked up the empty bowls and went to do the washing up. And as 

he finished, Greh returned – but in the meantime, much had happened at the other end of the 

Empire. 

 

Memnon reflected that neither of her Rhuaan lovers had actually asked her if she wanted to go 

to Teren, which was typical of them. Fortunately, she had been longing to go, so she was 

perfectly happy to be flung through space like a pebble from a catapult, feeling as if her entire 

being was turned inside out, outside in, scattered across the dust of space and then shoved 

through a very narrow hole back into her normal physical form. She was now standing on two 

legs in a green, rather muddy field, in cold spring sunshine. 

‘Is this Teren?’ she asked, wondering whether her mouth muscles still worked, and where 

she had put her feet and tail. Her forepaws found her whiskers and tried to straighten them. 

‘Yes,’ said a voice – Greh’s – oh, there he was, beside her. ‘We’re near the spaceship 

plant.’ 
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‘Someone’s coming,’ she said, pointing. He looked where she was pointing and said, ‘It’s 

Ray Lewis.’ Then she saw his clothing melt and change from a deep blue tunic and mantle to 

faded jeans and a long overshirt, while his long golden hair slipped backwards and became a 

ponytail, tied back with a handkerchief. 

‘Gray!’ she heard the human cry as he ran towards them. ‘Gray!’ And as he ran towards 

them, she felt the Emron’s affection for the human, and thought: this is another pet of his. 

Ray Lewis ran up, hot and sweating, and cried, ‘Gray,’ once more and grabbed his right 

hand, and shook it firmly, and said, ‘Good to see you, sir,’ and Gray put his left hand on 

Ray’s right shoulder and said, ‘And you, Ray. What’s up?’ 

‘McCrae sent this morning. Ships are to go today,’ panted Ray. ‘Urgently, she said. Some 

talk of surprise.’ 

‘It’s no surprise to me,’ said Gray. ‘I thought she might try it on, although I tried to talk her 

out of it. There’s no question of an attack now. The truce was renewed last week. Is she 

planning to break the truce?’ 

‘I think so. Do you think McCrae cares? “Morality” isn’t a word in her dictionary.’ Ray 

was still holding Gray’s hand and Gray still held his hand on Ray’s shoulder. 

Memnon thought: this male loves the Emron, but he doesn’t know it. She sat down on her 

haunches and let her whiskers twirl. 

‘Have the ships gone?’ asked Gray. 

‘They’re going now. Our people are flying them to the frontier,’ said Ray. 

A pity, thought Gray. I worked so hard on those ships – we all did. And now they’ll be 

grounded for good. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. 

‘Sorry? Why?’ 

‘McCrae is going to wager everything on one throw. But she can’t win.’ 

‘But the ships are rebuilt –’ 

‘There’s nothing wrong with the ships. But if she breaks the truce she’ll put herself in the 

wrong. There’s nothing to stop the other side invading sector seven. They have more ships 

than McCrae has. She thinks she’ll surprise them, but she doesn’t know what it’s like on the 

frontier – it’s not so simple.’ He sighed. 

Ray thought that the young commander was being unduly pessimistic. ‘Come and see the 

ships go out,’ he urged him. ‘It’ll be a fine sight.’ He looked eagerly, intently at Gray, and 

Gray smiled back and said, ‘All right. Ray, I must introduce you to Memnon’ – he gestured to 

his companion, who rose again on to her hind legs – ‘she’s a technician.’ 

Ray blushed a little – he was not used to Marys, and had ignored Memnon, vaguely 

assuming that she was some sort of large dog. He nodded at her, and said: ‘Delighted.’ 

Memnon, of course, knew that he, not she, was the pet, and she favoured him with a twirl of 

the whiskers and a cheerful ‘Pleased to meet you.’ 

‘You’d better come along quickly,’ said Ray to Gray, ‘the ships are going now.’ 

So they walked up to the entrance to the plant, where security guards stood about and 

saluted Gray, whom they recognised as the commander who had overseen the rebuilding of 

the ships, and Andrewes hurried up to shake Gray’s hand and then Memnon’s (he at least 

knew a Mary when he met one and knew them to be skilled spaceship technicians). Then they 

stood by and watched the ships roll out one by one to the launching strip, which had been 

hastily built over the last few days, and one by one take off into the blue sky. 

When they were all gone, Andrewes said: ‘Let’s go and have a drink.’ 

They sat in his office, a rundown mobile hut, and drank something alcoholic out of plastic 

cups. Gray sipped his very slowly indeed. The humans talked off ‘success’ and ‘project 

completion’ and ‘closure’, and Ray kept looking at Gray in clear adoration. Andrewes and he 

called Gray ‘sir’ and spoke to him as a superior. Memnon remained quiet and listened with 

interest. 
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At last Ray said: ‘Back to Trer tomorrow! I can’t wait.’ 

Andrewes said, ‘Some of us have to stay and keep the place going.’ 

Ray shrugged. ‘Gray,’ he said, ‘are you going back to Trer?’ 

Gray shook his head. ‘I have to get back.’ 

‘Back where?’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Not Trer.’ 

‘You should come over and celebrate a while.’ 

‘Save that for later,’ said Gray. ‘I’d better be on my way now, in fact.’ He put his still 

three-quarters full cup on the chipped formica table and rose from the chair where he had 

been seated rather uncomfortably, as Rhuaans hate chairs and prefer to sit on a flat surface, 

such as the floor. Ray, Andrewes and Memnon also rose, Memnon stretching – she had been 

crouched dog-like on her chair. 

‘Where’s your ship?’ asked Ray. 

‘Up in the woods,’ said Gray. 

‘I’ll give you a lift back. I’m going that way.’ 

‘No, it’s in the trees – we’ll walk.’ 

‘I’ll come along,’ said Ray. 

Andrewes saw them out of the compound, then went back to his work. The security guards 

saluted as they left. Ray walked along on Gray’s right, Memnon on his left. 

After a while of walking in silence, Ray broke it. ‘When will I see you again?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Gray. 

‘I need to know,’ said Ray, in a hoarse whisper. 

‘I’m sure our paths will cross.’ 

‘I need to know when.’ 

Gray considered teasing him a little longer, but he had come to like the human and he had 

pity on him. ‘Don’t waste your heart on me,’ he said, without looking at Ray. 

‘It’s not wasted,’ said Ray croakily. 

Gray went on walking in silence until they reached the trees and could not be seen from the 

plant. Then he turned to Ray and said, ‘You’re in a bad way.’ 

Ray nodded, shrugged, and said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m behaving badly. Forget it.’ 

Gray looped his thumbs in his pockets and considered him. When he first sought Ray out 

he had intended to humiliate him for meddling – now he knew him, he liked him, appreciated 

him as a skilled physicist and technician, and was sorry to break his heart. 

‘You’ll be wanting a lift,’ he said. 

Ray nodded, then shrugged again, then said: ‘I’m acting like a fool.’ 

‘No,’ said Gray, ‘I have this effect on people. Don’t worry about it.’ 

‘I dream about you,’ said Ray. ‘I’m going crazy.’ 

‘It’s normal,’ said Gray. ‘Would you feel better if I did this?’ and he put a hand on Ray’s 

right shoulder and kissed him. 

He caught Ray off guard. The human stiffened and would have pulled away, but Gray held 

on to his shoulder too tightly. Memnon watched; it was rather sweet, she thought. The Emron 

had taken her heart by surprise in a similar way and she had great sympathy for Ray. She 

wanted to say: ‘It’s all right, he loves you, he loves everyone,’ but she knew the human had to 

find that out for himself. 

Gray put his other arm around Ray, held him tight, and slipped his tongue into Ray’s 

mouth. He held the human close and kissed him with increasing passion, until at last he had to 

release him to take a breath. Ray was blushing and shaking. 

‘Is that better?’ asked Gray. 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘May I do it again?’ 
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‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Hush, darling,’ said Gray, ‘there’s no one here but we two and Memnon, and Memnon has 

been where you are and is in on the secret. She won’t tell. Do you love me?’ 

Ray didn’t answer for a moment: he seemed entranced by Gray’s words and stood staring 

into his face. 

‘Do you love me?’ asked Gray again, and ‘Yes,’ Ray murmured back. Then Gray kissed 

him again, gently and tenderly. Ray returned his kiss, and when they drew apart for breath, 

said, ‘Come with me to Trer.’ 

‘I need to be somewhere else, darling.’ 

‘I can’t bear to be away from you.’ 

‘Then come with me, darling.’ 

‘Where are you going?’ 

‘Far away. Do you really want to come? I warn you, I’ll take your soul. I’ll devour it.’ 

Memnon laughed. Ray sighed and said, ‘You already did.’ 

Gray glanced at Memnon, who came up and put her arm around him. He put an arm 

around her and the other around Ray. Then the world shifted and slid, and they were on the 

planet Oh. Memnon recognised the smell of the air and the grass immediately. 

Ray said, ‘Ouch,’ and looked around. He was no longer in a chilly, bare-branched wood in 

springtime but in a summer meadow under a hot sun, with types of flower and grass he had 

never seen before, and beyond it were the domes, towers and transmitters of a space port. 

‘Where are we? What happened?’ he cried. 

‘Never mind,’ said Gray cheerfully. ‘You gave me your soul, so perhaps this is heaven. 

Now, hurry – we have to find my officers,’ and he took Ray’s right hand in his left and 

Memnon’s left in his right and ran with them across the meadow to the space port. 

Peiriol was on guard at the entrance, and leapt forward to greet Gray – with a great hug and 

a kiss on each cheek – before saying: ‘What news, lord?’ 

Gray returned his kisses and replied: ‘The Fed ships are on their way from Teren. They’ve 

just left, so we expect them tomorrow. Call up the troops – we have to get a welcome ready 

for them.’ 

‘What about the truce?’ asked Peiriol. 

‘What does McCrae care for truces? But our friends at Fairly Base do care, and may not be 

inclined to obey her orders. Get the lads down here.’ Peiriol ran off to obey. 

‘Lord,’ put in Memnon, ‘with your permission I’ll go and check our ships.’ 

‘Thanks, Memnon. Make sure Oroso hasn’t had all the power plants out.’ The pirates were 

very keen on adjusting and ‘improving’ the power plants in their ships – sometimes this 

improved performance, and sometimes it didn’t. 

Memnon touched her nose to his, and rushed off, claws clicking on the paved floor. 

‘Where is this?’ asked Ray, looking around at the great height and breadth of the 

spaceport. It all looked newly built, but where in the Federation was a port newly built? 

‘Darling,’ said Gray, ‘for the sake of your sanity, wait a bit – I’ll tell you later, when we 

can have some time alone. At the moment, we have to move.’ Ray looked at him quizzickly, 

so Gray kissed him. Before the kiss became heavily serious, Peiriol came running back with 

the core team of pirates, led by Oroso Bal, and Errehn, who was dressed in the uniform of a 

Rhuaan fighter pilot – white knee-length tunic, belted at the waist, and maroon cloak around 

the shoulders. With his plaster-white skin and jet black hair he looked as alien as he was. The 

pirates were clearly Gustu, with a few humans who had joined the band; they wore black, 

baggy trousers and knee-length, long-sleeved, brightly-coloured overshirts, belted on the hips, 

with blaster and cutlass hung from the belt, and calf-high boots or sandals on the feet. Ray 

clung on to Gray’s hand at the sight of them – it was enough to alarm anyone, he thought. 

What was this motely band of roughs? They didn’t look like regular Federal troops. 
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Gray noticed that Carl was missing, and gave Errehn an enquiring glance. Errehn’s mental 

reply came back at once: he’s in the hospital, helping the medics. I think he’s trying to talk J. 

into staying local rather than going back to Trer. He says J. will be a security risk to us if he 

goes back to Trer. 

Gray nodded. That was so like Carl – thinking strategically, getting ahead of events, 

preparing for every eventuality. He was almost as efficient as Memnon. 

Oroso Bal and the rest of Greh’s bodyguard showed their professionalism by bending knee 

to the ground before him, but not attempting to kiss him in welcome. Oroso spoke first, as 

their leader. ‘What’s the news, lord?’ he asked. 

‘McCrae has sent the ships from Teren. They will be at Federal base Fairly tomorrow. We 

must inform Fairly and tell them we consider the truce to be good. They must decide whether 

they wish to hold it or break it.’ 

‘They won’t budge,’ said Oroso. ‘I was over there yesterday. That truce is airtight.’ The 

rest of the bodyguard muttered agreement. 

Gray knew that his pirates liked going over to Fairly Base to ‘play’ with the Feds’ 

technical equipment and swop bloodthirsty stories with the Federal garrison, who were 

always glad to get visitors, particularly visitors who came laden with alcohol, ‘smokes’, food, 

and stacks of computer games and visual wafers which they had looted or otherwise acquired 

from various places. He was not quite so sure whether this friendship would stand the test of a 

direct order from High Command, that is, Rose McCrae. ‘We’ll see,’ he said. ‘Will you go 

over there, Oroso? Take a few of the others – I’ll give you the choice.’ 

‘Yes, lord, I’ll go. I guarantee that truce won’t budge. The Feds know what’s good for 

them.’ Oroso turned to the bodyguard, selected four and marched them off to find their ships. 

‘I need a scouting party,’ continued Gray. ‘Volunteers?’ Ten volunteered and were sent out 

to pick up the new ships as they approached and keep an eye on them. 

‘We may need a reprisal raid. Volunteers?’ Another ten volunteered and were sent out to 

scout around the frontier zone for suitable targets and to await orders. 

Gray continued to rattle off orders. Memnon came back to announce that the fleet was in 

good shape. Errehn was sent to alert the radio operator (Rab, Oroso’s little brother), the 

medics, the kitchen staff, and generally to get the base on standby. Rab should call up their 

passenger liners and freight carriers and warn them to approach with care, as hostilities might 

occur within the next 48 hours. He also called up (without instructions) a number of local 

tourist organisations to let them know that if their clients wanted a bit of the action, now 

might be a good time to come to Planet Oh. 

When he had the entire base running around, Gray took Ray’s hand, and led him through 

the port buildings, down corridors and across halls and through doors, and finally down stairs 

to an underground corridor and an underground room. He touched the door as it shut behind 

Ray, and Ray heard a bolt click home. He touched the light control, and the lights dimmed. 

Ray looked round the room and saw a floor deeply carpeted and scattered with beautifully-

embroidered cushions, but nothing more. He looked at Gray. The lovely youth looked back at 

him and said, ‘Get undressed.’ 

Ray said, ‘Tell me what’s going on.’ 

‘I’ll tell you later, darling. Get undressed.’ 

Then Ray obeyed. Afterwards he wondered why, but at the time it seemed the most natural 

thing to do. Meanwhile, Gray pulled off his clothes with astonishing speed, waited 

impatiently until Ray had stripped off, then threw his arms about him and pulled him down on 

to the floor in passionate embrace. 

Gray made love to his new human pet very gently and tenderly. Then he gently coached 

Ray into making love to him. And finally, as they lay together on the cushions in sweet 
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embrace, he said, ‘The answer to your question is, this is the Imperial base on Oh planet and I 

am Graham Bradley. I told you before, if you remember.’ 

Ray did not remember. ‘I don’t believe you. What about the ships? You designed the 

ships.’ 

‘I know. Are you pleased with them?’ 

‘Yes, they’re fantastic. But why –’ 

‘Because it made you and Andrewes happy, darling. And I want to make you happy, 

because one day I’m going to be your Emperor. And when that day comes, I shall want good 

ships; and now I have them.’ 

‘But they’re going to fight you.’ 

Gray pealed with laughter. ‘No, they won’t, darling, because I won’t let them. I have a 

truce with the people on Fairly Base, and they won’t let the ships come out against us. You 

heard Oroso. He guarantees it.’ 

‘How can he be so sure? McCrae’s orders...’ 

‘Yes, but she’s on Trer, and Oroso is here. And Oroso has drink and smokes and all sorts 

of stuff to persuade our friends on Fairly Base not to fight us. We’re all such good friends out 

here! I told McCrae that she would do better upholding the truce, but she wouldn’t listen.’ 

‘But she can –’ 

‘What? What can she do?’ 

Ray hesitated. What could McCrae do? Security had no power out here. They needed the 

military’s ships to get about, and if the military would not co-operate, then Security could do 

nothing. 

‘I bet she knows,’ he said suddenly. ‘I bet she’s guessed already. She’ll be thinking of her 

next move now.’ 

Gray nodded, suddenly solemn. ‘Yes, she knows,’ he said. ‘Kiss me, darling. Let’s have 

some fun before we have to get serious again. I’ll have to go and fetch Faroan in a moment.’ 

‘That’s a serious name,’ said Ray, suddenly thinking of childhood stories of ogres and 

demons. 

‘Don’t worry, darling,’ said Gray, kissing him passionately, ‘Faroan is my husband. He 

won’t hurt you. He knows how much I love humans.’ 

Again, later the very oddness of this statement would give Ray many hours of careful 

thought, but at that moment he had no time to think, for his consciousness was swallowed up 

in Gray’s passion. 

 

Gray rematerialised in Faroan’s cave just as his lover finished the washing up. For a few 

moments they were too locked up in embrace to say or do anything, then Gray breathed, 

‘Darling, come to Oh,’ and whirled him into the void. 

In the communications rooms on Oh, Errehn was standing looking into a great globe of 

light which spun slowly in the centre of the room. He was trying to get a ‘fix’ on Fairly Base, 

but there were days when the stellar dust clouds seemed to upset all attempts at visual 

communication. He was just thinking that he would have to go and ask Rab to call up Fairly 

on the radio – which was almost as instantaneous, but lacked the visual element – when Gray 

appeared with Faroan. 

Errehn was frankly terrified of Faroan; he had been frankly terrified of him ever since he 

first met him on Thorion, when he had escaped from Trer with Greh at the start of the 

Vairstown revolt – but he tried not to let the power of Faroan’s aura overwhelm him. Faroan 

was simply so vivid, so energised, so alive, that he made everything else (except Greh) seem 

drab and uninteresting. Errehn always felt like falling flat on his face before the Emperor, or 

simply screaming and running for his life, but he knew that this would upset Greh. So he 
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simply bowed to the Emperor and said, ‘Hail, lord,’ as the pirates would greet Greh, and then 

said to Greh, ‘I’m trying to get a fix on Oroso, darling, but the beam keeps jumping about.’ 

Greh looked a little vexed, and reached for the controls on the wall, but Faroan simply 

raised a hand at the light, and Errehn saw it steady and become clearer.  

‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’ 

‘These communicators never focus effectively,’ said Faroan. ‘We need a better system, 

when Aoan has time to design one.’ 

Greh had to laugh at his husband’s assumption that only Aoan was capable of designing 

any new technology for the Sacred People. The problem was that he was right. 

‘We must train new technicians in our schools on Thorion,’ he said. 

‘We must train them on Halleh and Abbaba,’ said Faroan. ‘The Priestess does not 

encourage technological development on Thorion.’ 

Ah, thought Greh, like medical facilities for Marys. ‘I’ll just go and fetch Ray,’ he said. 

‘He’ll be useful to talk to Sandomir’ – the commander of Fairly Base. He hurried out and left 

Errehn and Faroan together. Errehn decided to carry on as if the Emperor wasn’t there, and 

said firmly into the communicator: ‘Fairly Base! This is commander Errehn on planet Oh. Do 

you have Oroso Bal there?’ 

‘Hi, Errehn,’ said a cheerful female Gustu voice, and Errehn and Faroan could see a face in 

the centre of the communicator – N’hu, the chief radio operator on Fairly Base. ‘Yeah, we’ve 

got Oroso here. He’s got a crowd with him. Something up? Who’s that with you?’ 

‘This is the Emperor Faroan,’ said Errehn, and he sensed, rather than saw, Faroan offer a 

quiet smile of welcome to the Gustu. N’hu’s eyes opened wide, then she smiled a broad smile. 

‘Oh, wow, the General’s Emperor! Oh wow! Sandomir said you were there, but we haven’t 

spoken. Good to meet you, sir.’ 

Faroan nodded in acknowledgement and smiled. Then N’hu said, ‘So what’s up over 

there?’ 

‘Your General MacCrae is sending you some ships,’ said Errehn. ‘We’re a little concerned 

that you might forget we’ve got a truce.’ 

‘No way,’ said N’hu. ‘We’ve got a truce, and General Aoan has our keys. We surrendered, 

sir, and we won’t forget it. Oroso is talking to Sandomir now. I’ll call them for you.’ And they 

saw her look to one side and press a switch. ‘They’ll be here in a minute, sir,’ she said.  

 

Ray had fallen asleep in Gray’s arms. He awoke to his lover gently kissing him. 

‘Ray, get up and get dressed,’ said Gray. ‘Oroso is at Fairly Base – he’ll have news.’ 

Ray opened his eyes and saw his friend – his lover – completely changed. Gray was no 

longer dressed in faded jeans and overshirt, but in a knee-length deep blue tunic, dusted with 

silver, and deep blue cloak. His long golden hair sparkled like spun gold – it was held in place 

with a blue band around his head. He looked devastatingly beautiful and utterly alien. 

‘Ow,’ said Ray in shock at the sight. 

Gray giggled. ‘These are my proper clothes,’ he said. ‘Get dressed, it’s all happening 

outside.’ 

Ray sat up, staring at Gray, who handed him his clothes. Or were they his? They seemed 

cleaner and fresher, of more comfortable material, better fitting. When they were on, he felt 

comfortable and relaxed, energised and ready to go. Gray kissed his lips, brushed down his 

hair, said, ‘Let’s go,’ and led him out of the room. 

He was barefoot – Ray wore socks and trainers on his feet, but even these seemed lighter, 

more comfortable than before. They ran together down corridors and up stairs, and into the 

communication room where Errehn and Faroan stood looking into a great globe of light, 

talking normally to it as if to another person in the room. Ray stopped short in fright at the 

sight of the two Grade As – Grade As as he had never seen them before, dressed like the 
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figures in the comic books of his youth, just like the pictures in the journals, which he had 

glanced at but hardly believed. How could anyone be scared of comic book villains? But now 

he met them he understood: people were scared because they were seven feet tall, and dressed 

really weird, and looked seriously alien, and they exuded energy, tremendous energy, which 

made you feel as if you were standing in a high wind, or being pulled down by an enormous 

cloud, or being battered by a tremendously loud noise. The one on the left, in white, was bad 

enough, but the one on the right, in dark blue, was simply unspeakably horrifying. He even 

had a red circle incised on to his forehead – no, it was a red dragon – whatever could that 

mean? He found that he was simply frozen to the spot. But Gray put his arms about him, and 

he leaned his head against his shoulder, and felt slightly less terrified. 

‘What’s the news, Oroso?’ Errehn was saying. 

Ray realised that he could see in the light a figure which he had seen earlier – one of 

Gray’s Gustu troops, the one with the big gold earring. He was speaking clearly, as if he was 

in the same room. ‘Good for us, but bad for the Feds. Sandomir says the truce is airtight.’ 

‘Good man,’ said Errehn. 

‘He’s here,’ said Oroso. ‘You can hear it from him,’ and he stood slightly to one side. Then 

a voice spoke and Ray jumped with shock, because he knew that voice. He had spoken to its 

owner on the caller, and now here was the man himself, or rather the Gustu, speaking out of 

this light – which was clearly some sort of transmission device. 

‘Commander Errehn! This is Commander Sandomir of Fairly Base.’ 

‘Hail,’ said Errehn formally. ‘Go ahead, commander.’ 

‘In no way will we break our truce. We surrendered to General Aoan, and we have given 

our word to her. Our word is our bond – you have our assurance of that.’ 

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Errehn, ‘but your admiral won’t be.’ 

‘When the ships arrive we’ll receive them,’ said Sandomir. ‘I doubt the Admiral is coming 

with them. She left fast enough the last time she was here.’ 

‘She was only a captain then,’ growled Oroso from his side. 

‘Yeah, they promoted her because she got away alive,’ said Sandomir. 

‘I’ve got a representative from the construction team here,’ said Errehn. ‘He can brief you 

on what orders are coming with the ships.’ He turned towards Ray and beckoned him 

forward. 

Ray felt his knees shaking so much that he could hardly stand upright, but Gray helped him 

forward, and Errehn and Faroan, sensing that their presence was disturbing the ‘little human,’ 

politely stepped to the side. Ray managed to stand upright with Gray’s arms about him, and 

spoke into the light. ‘Doctor Ray Lewis of Government Technologies,’ he said, his voice 

hoarse with fright. 

‘Ah, Doctor Lewis! I understand that you were at the forefront of the development of the 

drive.’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘What orders has McCrae sent?’ 

‘Her orders are to attack at once,’ said Ray, aware as he spoke that the orders were a dead 

letter. 

‘I told her that we have a truce, but she doesn’t recognise it,’ added Gray.  

‘Technically it isn’t a truce,’ said Errehn. ‘No one agreed any terms, except that Fairly 

Base surrendered.’ 

‘Ye-ss, but I didn’t care to tell her that.’ 

‘If you don’t obey her orders, you’re all in danger of courtmartial,’ said Ray desperately. 

He was aware of amusement about him. ‘She would have to enforce that,’ said Sandomir. 

‘She doesn’t have a fleet.’ 

‘Except the one on the way here,’ said Ray. 
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‘She won’t have it by tomorrow,’ said Sandomir. 

‘Don’t underestimate McCrae,’ said Ray. ‘She’ll have thought of something.’ 

‘So have we,’ said Sandomir. ‘We’re going to sit here, and admire our lovely new ships, 

and not send them into any danger. We’ve lost enough ships to value these new ones and we 

want to look after them a while.’ 

There was much laughter on both sides of the communicator – Ray did not laugh, however. 

He just thought: McCrae will have thought of something. She always thinks of something. 

‘Commander,’ said Errehn to Sandomir, ‘when the ships arrive we can talk through our 

plans of action. Speak to you soon.’ 

‘So long, Commander,’ said Sandomir, and the globe of light grew milky as Fairly Base 

shut off the link. 

Gray hugged Ray to him and said, ‘You’re starving, darling. Come and find something to 

eat,’ and hurried him out. Errehn and Faroan were left looking at each other, laughing over 

Gray’s affection for his latest pet. 

‘Poor little human,’ said Errehn. ‘He doesn’t know what’s happening to him.’ 

‘Completely besotted and confused,’ said Faroan. ‘And Greh is so loving towards him.’ 

‘He’s got too many pets already,’ said Errehn, shaking back his hair. ‘He can’t keep up 

with them all.’ 

‘She keeps up with all of them,’ said Faroan, and Errehn noticed the change of Greh’s 

gender, ‘but sometimes she spends more time with them than with us.’ 

‘I know,’ said Errehn. ‘I used to get jealous, but now I just grin and bear it.’ 

Faroan gave him one of his gentle, bewitching smiles – the sort of smile which made 

Errehn’s legs shake with terror – and then said, ‘Is it necessary for you to be here? Because, if 

not, you should go and find Greh and I’ll look after the communicator.’ 

Errehn gave him a broad smile of gratitude and hurried out in search of his lover. 

Meanwhile, Faroan settled down to examine this technology and think about how it could be 

improved – and by and by, his thoughts summoned Memnon, who came willingly to help him 

consider the point. 

 

Oroso and his scouts returned, bringing with them a representative from Fairly Base, who was 

officially a hostage for the Base’s good behaviour, but who had actually come to trade 

computer games. Gray gave Ray a tour of Oh spaceport, and introduced him to various 

people. They eventually found their way into the hospital, where Gray was able to spend a 

few minutes talking to J. – who was much better, but still under medical supervision – while 

Ray had a look at the medical equipment, and talked to the medical staff, and met Carl 

Poulson. 

The two men recognised each other as Gray fans – they each found that there was 

something about the intensity and energy of the other which made them immediate allies. Carl 

had recognised it in Memnon when he first met her, although Ray – less sensitive to other 

races – had missed it. In any case, they found that they had plenty to talk about relating to 

Gray, and eventually they wandered down to the refectory for a cup of coffee and to compare 

notes. Here they met a crowd of tourists who had come to the base on Rab’s summons, 

hoping for excitement, and Ray found himself dragged into giving them a tour of the base, 

which he himself had only seen for the first time a few hours ago. On the way round they met 

Memnon, who was looking for ‘thermocouples’ (she never did explain why) and diverted Ray 

into helping her look. Ray was convinced that the place was a complete madhouse. They 

eventually found a boxful in Stores, Memnon ran off with them to the transmission room, and 

Ray went back to Gray’s room, where he fell asleep on the cushions and Gray joined him 

later. 
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Before that, however, Gray had been dragged away from J.’s bedside by Carl to talk to the 

tourists, and then forcibly diverted by Errehn into his own room. Here Errehn locked the door 

and pulled Gray down on to the floor on top of him. Gray went with a will, and the two spent 

a long, enjoyable time catching up with each other. 

‘We miss you here,’ said Errehn at last, as they cuddled together on his cushion-pile. ‘I’m 

no replacement for you.’ 

Greh sighed. ‘I miss you, too,’ he said. ‘But I was getting bogged down here, and I need to 

get round and see everyone – ’ 

‘All your pets? I know, they see more of you than we do.’ 

Greh punched him gently. ‘You know you only need to call me and I’ll come.’ 

‘Not always at once!’ 

‘Keep calling till I do come.’ 

‘Peiriol’s got a new visual of you,’ said Errehn. ‘I think one of his girlfriends brought it for 

him. It’s got you and that girl on Bessiday …’ 

‘Sarah,’ said Greh quickly. ‘She’s not “a girl”, she’s an angel in human form.’ 

‘Whatever. You’re dancing. You start off in clothes and then you –’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And Peiriol wants to know, do you really fuck her at the end? Because it looks as if you 

do.’ 

‘We weren’t going to, but that’s how it worked out.’ 

‘And they put it all on the visual!’ 

‘We were on stage – no one thought to interrupt until we’d finished.’ 

‘I thought you said she’s got a boyfriend?’ 

‘She has. He didn’t think to interrupt either.’ 

‘Flame, Greh, how do you get away with it?’ 

‘I think Ragnor overdid the air conditioning that evening,’ said Greh, smiling at the 

thought. ‘Everyone got a bit carried away.’ 

‘You’re telling me!’ 

‘It was one of Nick’s new blends. He wanted me to test it.’ 

‘And?’ 

‘And – it had an interesting effect.’ 

‘Flame, Greh! Don’t you have any pride?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh firmly. ‘I adore my humans, and I love making them happy. And I made 

them very happy that evening. And Sarah wanted me to make love to her – so I did. She’s 

really lovely, you know. And Ragnor didn’t object, and I made love to him later – a lot more 

than I had to Sarah. I’ll go and find him later tonight, after I’ve said goodnight to you and 

Ray.’ 

‘Did you get a visual of you and Ragnor, too?’ said Errehn, bitterly. 

‘I didn’t. I think he did. He watches it when I’m away.’ 

‘Flame,’ said Errehn, ‘I thought it was bad enough when we did it for J., but now you’re 

doing it all the time.’ 

‘But it keeps them so happy, darling. Then they eat out of my hand. If there are any 

problems on Bessiday, they don’t revolt, they come and tell Ragnor and then I sort them out. 

And it’s the same on Herluin. These humans just adore us, darling. They worship us, and we 

make them happy, and so everyone is happy.’ 

‘Until they don’t see you for a while,’ said Errehn. ‘I miss you, and Carl misses you. And 

what are you going to do with Ray when you’ve done here? Are you going to leave him 

behind here?’ 

‘No, I’ll take him back to Trer,’ said Greh. ‘I don’t want McCrae to know I’ve got him.’ 

‘It won’t work. She’ll know,’ said Errehn. ‘If you take him back, she’ll kill him.’ 
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Greh thought for a moment. Errehn stroked his hair. ‘I’ll have to take him with me,’ he 

said. 

‘You could take any of us,’ said Errehn. ‘You took Memnon to Teren, didn’t you? And 

you brought Faroan here. You could take any of us with you anywhere. Why don’t you? Then 

we can all see the whole of the Empire and the Federation, and we can all work at uniting it – 

you don’t have to do it all yourself.’ 

Greh looked up into his face, then pealed with laughter. ‘And you can dance with Sarah,’ 

he said. ‘Don’t deny it! I know you want to!’ 

Errehn blushed blue, and didn’t deny it. 

 

Carl said something on the same lines later, when Gray dropped in to see him on his way back 

to his own room. Gray made much of his pet, making love to him tenderly, and encouraging 

Carl to make love to him, and they talked sweet nothings and exchanged news. Suddenly Carl 

said: ‘Gray, when you leave here, where are you going?’ 

The question caught Gray unawares. ‘I’ll be here a few days, until the ships are sorted out,’ 

he said. 

‘But after that, darling? What happens then?’ 

‘I’ll have to take Faroan back to Thorion before the Priestess goes mad.’ 

‘And then?’ 

‘I don’t know. I guess I’d better go to Earth to make sure Mick’s OK, and then talk to 

Aoan to sort out any problems with the Gustu-Earth trade, and to catch up with Aoan and 

Anja. Then it’s time I spent a day or two on Herluin sorting out Nick’s weed trade, because he 

wants me to look for some new openings for him in the Federal sectors, and then I must spend 

some serious time on Bessideh – and Errehn wants to meet Sarah.’ 

Carl laughed. ‘I guess we all do,’ he said. ‘Did you really –’ 

‘Yes – Errehn asked that too.’ 

‘What did her boyfriend say?’ 

‘He said we were like a dream together, and dragged me off to bed.’ 

‘It makes a change from shooting up Federal fighters.’ 

‘That’s one way of looking at it.’ 

‘I can’t advise on the weed,’ said Carl, ‘it’s not my sort of thing, as you know. But I could 

be some use to you on Earth. I can meet your friends, and make new friends, and ask 

questions and influence people. And they can meet me and find out about the Empire and 

what you’re doing in other places. I won’t mention the dancing, at least, not to your mum.’ 

Gray giggled, and then shook his head. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘half the population of Earth 

hates me and wants me dead, and I don’t want to take you into danger. I’d rather you stayed 

here, helping to run this base. You’re brilliant here, and it’s wonderful knowing that the base 

is fine because you’re here to make sure that it’s fine.’ 

Carl shook his own head in turn. He could appreciate Gray’s unwillingness to expose his 

pets to danger, but he thought: we have to convince him that we’re not just poor little humans 

– we can work as well as play. He put his arms around Gray and murmured: ‘Darling, I wish I 

was your belt, and you could wear me wherever you go. I promise to stay close, and not to get 

into danger. But, darling, I can be just as much use to you on Earth, or on Bessiday, or 

anywhere. Please take me with you. I left everything to be with you, and I want to be with you 

now.’ 

‘And so does Ray,’ said Gray, ‘and so does Peiriol, and Errehn, and everyone else, 

darling.’ 

‘Then take all of us with you! Not all at once, if you don’t like. But Ray and I could come 

with you to Earth! You keep telling me how awful it is, and Ray tells me you told him the 

same. So, take us there and let’s see it. Then we’ll believe you.’ 
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Gray put his arms about him and held him tightly. ‘You’re just looking for an excuse to 

meet Sarah,’ he said. 

‘Isn’t everyone?’ asked Carl. 

 

The following day, the ships reached Fairly Base, and Gray took Ray over to check them over 

and ensure that they had travelled well, and Ray gave Sandomir and his engineers advice on 

maintenance, and Sandomir and some of his personnel went out for a trial flight. Ray insisted 

that the ships needed to be flown regularly to keep them fight-worthy, and the personnel of 

the Base had no objection to flying out on patrol and scouting around the area, provided no 

one expected them to attack Oh. This agreed, the ships’ pilots settled down to what would be 

effectively a long holiday – no fighting, lots of leisure flights, and a constant stream of 

entertainment (computer games, visuals, food, drink and ‘smokes’) exchanged with Oh.  

Gray took Memnon and Faroan back to Thorion, as the interstellar energy-streams 

indicated that the Priestess was becoming extremely anxious about the Emperor’s 

whereabouts. He spent a day there, playing with the transmitters (Memnon and Faroan had 

worked out various ideas for improvement during their stay on Oh) and discussing planetary 

assemblies. He decided to suggest the idea to Ragnor first – he could imagine Ragnor 

enjoying being speaker in a house of representatives. And Sarah would open proceedings with 

a song … 

Back on Oh, and following Carl’s suggestions, Errehn and Gray talked J. Aversham into 

moving his headquarters from Trer to Fairly planet, which was in the next star system to 

Fairly Base but still conveniently placed for Oh. Avershams already had a large sector office 

on Fairly, and it was much more centrally placed for directing trade with the lower sectors 

than Trer, in addition to being more distant from the centre of Security. ‘So, darling,’ said 

Gray, ‘we can come and see you more easily; you can come and see us; and if Security look 

like giving trouble, we can come and rescue you.’ J., with an eye to next season’s catalogue, 

allowed himself to be talked into this – he believed that he could persuade his young sex-gods 

to be in the catalogue much more readily if they need only travel two star-systems to reach his 

studios. He was confident that Sal and Madeleine and the rest of his headquarters staff could 

be persuaded to move to Fairly, a much more healthy environment than the polluted air of 

Trer. And after being detained three times by Security in the last twelve months because of 

his association with Gray, he was not anxious to return to Trer. 

So Gray and Errehn took J. by ship to Fairly, and saw him accommodated in a luxury flat 

in the capital city, overlooking the central park. They spent a very pleasant weekend with him, 

and then went back to Oh. They might not have gone then, but Aversham’s managers were 

demanding that he chair a board meeting. 

J. was very reluctant to let them go, telling them that they were his inspiration, that without 

them his bed was cold and empty, that every suit of clothes he designed now was meant for 

them; and ‘we only need each other, my gods. Please stay.’ 

‘We’ll come back soon, J. Promise.’ 

‘Give me a date.’ 

They all need to know when, thought Gray. Well, they live such short lives, these poor 

little humans. He and Errehn conferred, and they gave J. a date a week hence, which he wrote 

down. 

‘Call us that night,’ said Gray. ‘Stand by your window and call our names, and we’ll come, 

darling.’ 

Then they both kissed him, and ran out of the room and Gray carried them both back 

through space to Oh. 

They were both very quiet when they returned, and Carl sent them outside to get some 

sunshine. They sat on the grass in the meadows outside the space port, and thought about J. 
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Aversham, and how sweet humans could be even though they are short and stubby and live 

such a short time. Suddenly Errehn said: ‘Greh, I must go and see my family.’ 

Greh jumped. ‘Is it safe?’ he asked, without thinking. 

‘Not exactly, but if I warn them I’m coming they can create a diversion. And I need to see 

them. I haven’t seen them for ages.’ 

Greh didn’t ask him what had brought on this concern about time – he knew that it was the 

result of being with short-lived humans. He leant over and kissed Errehn and said, ‘Of course, 

darling. You must go and see them. Give them my love.’ 

‘I’ll be back in a few days,’ said Errehn. ‘We’ve got to go and see J.’ 

‘That’s OK, darling. I think I’ll have to give my pirates a party this evening. They haven’t 

had one for a while, and we’ve had a victory with the ships, and they seem to think they’re 

due one.’ 

Errehn grimaced. ‘In that case, I’ll leave this afternoon,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen enough of your 

parties, darling.’ 

‘You don’t want to be my Sarah?’ 

‘Not this time, thanks.’ 

‘Carl and Ray won’t want to come, either,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll send them over to Fairly Base. 

I’m sure they can entertain Sandomir for a few hours and play with the ships.’ 

 

So Errehn, Carl and Ray left the base, and Greh – or rather, Hyunnah – organised her party. 

Her pirates were very appreciative of all she’d done for them in the last few weeks, and 

showed their appreciation in the normal way. There was plenty of food and drink of various 

sorts, and Hyunnah spiced the air with one of Nick van der Ruhe’s ‘smoke’ mixes, 

comprising dried heru seed, heru root and some interesting ‘fruit’ from Creh, and there was 

erotic music, and Hyunnah lay on her silken bed raised on high for all her pirates to give her 

their service while the others watched and cheered; and Hyunnah wondered again whether she 

had overdone the mix, or whether some of her piratical escort had interfered with it after she 

had set it burning, because all the pirates seemed particularly highly charged and her cunt was 

suffering. She tried the usual methods of keeping them under control – absorbing their energy 

fields, drawing them into her aura, twisting their minds – and this worked up to a point, but 

some of them, particularly the group who made up her escort, who were her particular lovers, 

were so energised and so rough and so demanding that she began to wonder if they had 

forgotten who was in charge here. 

Then she knew that she had to get out. The pirates could run themselves – they didn’t need 

her any more. She was their goddess and they would always worship and serve her, but they 

were getting too confident. They were taking her for granted. She needed to find new 

servants, draw out new worshippers. There were some really cute humans and Gustu out 

there, really cute people whom she’d love to enjoy, people full of energy and passion who 

could give her the power she needed. There were the archaeologists on Teren, and Nick and 

his friends on Herluin. Some of the businesspeople at Ragnor’s would do almost anything to 

get her to themselves. There were all the people who read ‘her’ fanzines. She could take a few 

of her lovers and go anywhere, and leave the pirates to carry on their good work without her. 

 

When Ray and Carl got back from Fairly Base, they found the pirates tidying up in the hall 

where the parties always took place, and Gray’s bodyguard out of action, sleeping exhausted 

in corners, and Gray nowhere to be seen. Carl shook Peiriol awake, and the young pirate 

explained that Hyunnah had gone out for a walk to clear her head after the party, and that he 

had just gone to sleep. At that, Carl lost his temper. 

‘And no one thought of going with her?’ he demanded. 
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Peiriol looked down his nose at the human, whom he regarded as a weakling. ‘No,’ he said. 

‘Hyunnah can look after herself.’ 

‘Fool,’ said Carl. ‘Hyunnah doesn’t go out by herself.’ If she’s gone out by herself, he 

thought, she’s bothered about something. And if she’s about to disappear, I want to go with 

her. Then he turned and rushed out of the port, Ray on his heels, shouting, ‘Poulson, tell me 

what’s going on!’ 

Peiriol watched them go, shrugged, stuck a blaster in his belt and strolled after them. 

Ray was fairly fit – he used to go out jogging every day on Teren – while Carl’s only 

exercise was running around the spaceport all day, so Ray caught Carl up after about two 

hundred yards. ‘Poulson,’ he panted, ‘what’s this about?’ 

‘Gray’s very restless,’ said Carl. ‘We’ve got to find him.’ 

Ray felt bewildered, but this was currently his normal mental state, so he concentrated on 

keeping up with Carl. 

They crossed two fields and hit a track which climbed a steep-sided valley into a ridge of 

hills. There were a few trees, the large rubbery sort, but more scrub and bushes. Carl kept 

shouting: ‘Gray! Gray!’ but there was no answer. 

‘We’ve got to find him,’ panted Carl. 

‘But what’s wrong?’ gasped Ray, out of breath. 

‘I’m afraid he might – do something silly,’ said Carl, unhelpfully. ‘Go off without us’ 

seemed inadequate, but he was afraid that Gray, who had been so unwilling to take his pets 

with him on his adventures, might have decided to go and leave them both behind. Too out of 

breath to run, he managed to stagger on up the track. He rounded a rockfall, and uttered a yell. 

Ray caught up with him, and halted, wild-eyed. 

Both froze with fear. 

On the path ahead of them lay a dragon. It was long, scaly, with a long pointed tail and 

folded, bat-like wings. It had four large pointed claws on each of its four feet. Its breath 

steamed. It had a long, forked tongue which darted in and out of its mouth. It opened its 

mouth a little, giving a glimpse of large white teeth. The tail lashed. The two humans moved 

closer together. 

‘O Heavens,’ murmured Carl. 

Ray, ever the scientist, thought: dragons don’t exist – only in fantasies. In fairytales and in 

carvings on Teren Temple. 

Teren Temple, Teren Temple – carvings on the plinth of the Flame, and on the forehead of 

the Great One with Commander Errehn in the communications room. 

‘It’s an Old Ones’ dragon,’ he said, his voice hoarse with lack of breath and dust and 

shock; ‘I expect it’s safe. Or else it’s very dangerous.’ 

‘An Old Ones’ dragon?’ repeated Carl, his voice equally hoarse. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘They drew dragons on their temples. And on themselves.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I don’t know. No one ever tells me anything.’ 

The dragon moved slowly towards them. Then it flicked out its tongue once again and 

lashed its tail, for Peiriol had come up the path and rounded the rockfall. When he saw the 

two humans cowering together and the dragon, he drew himself up and without a moment’s 

hesitation drew his blaster. 

‘Arraghh!’ A blast of light came from the dragon’s mouth and knocked the blaster from his 

hand. Then the dragon sprang. It seized the young Gustu in its two front claws and, flapping 

its wings, bore him aloft. The tail whipped out, curled around, shot between his legs and 

jabbed hard at his buttocks. Peiriol screamed. Carl choked – or was he laughing? Ray watched 

in astonishment. 

‘Amazing,’ he murmured. ‘How is that done, then?’ 
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Having buggered Peiriol with its tail, the dragon landed again, released Peiriol and let him 

fall to the ground, and suddenly dissolved and Gray, in black tunic and trousers and ankle 

boots, and his golden hair streaming out behind his head, said coldly to Peiriol: ‘That’s for 

last night. And it’s less than you deserve.’ 

‘How do you do that?’ asked Ray, remarkably calmly, thought Carl. 

‘It just comes naturally,’ answered Gray, kicking Peiriol as he lay groaning on the path, 

and turning to the two humans. 

‘Ray guessed,’ said Carl. ‘I didn’t, I’m afraid.’ 

‘Ray is the cleverest human in the Federation government after Rose McCrae,’ said Gray. 

‘That’s why I wanted him.’ He gave Ray a quick peck on the cheek. 

‘So the dragons on the plinth are Old Ones,’ said Ray. 

‘Dragon blood,’ said Gray. ‘There are two types of Imperials: the Dragons are the ruling 

family, and they have greater abilities than the others.’ 

‘But I never heard that they could transform.’ 

‘They can’t. Not now. They could originally. It’s difficult and takes a lot of energy. In time 

of peace, when the Empire was running smoothly, there was no need. The ability was lost.’ 

‘But how do you do it?’ asked Ray. 

Gray shrugged. ‘I just do it. On this occasion I lost my temper and found I was changing 

without intending to, so I came out here to do it properly. If you hadn’t come out I should 

have gone back and eaten one or two of my escort – Peiriol being first on the menu.’ He cast a 

glance of disgust at his prone bodyguard, who groaned. 

‘I love you,’ he said indistinctly. 

‘If you don’t shut up, I’ll eunuch you,’ snapped Gray. Peiriol took the hint and was silent. 

‘And now,’ said Gray, ‘I propose to leave my adoring troops and travel a little. Peiriol,’ he 

added, looking back at the groaning pirate, ‘Oroso is in charge until Errehn returns. If you 

don’t behave yourselves, I will eat you next time. Now I’m leaving for a few days. Ray – 

Carl’ – he took a hand of each, and before Peiriol’s despairing and agonised eyes, they 

disappeared. 
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4. What happened on Teren 

 

Aimee Neasden was seated in her hut, writing up a lab report. She was not in the best of 

tempers. Since Lord Greh’s rather sudden departure some weeks earlier, Andy and Mike had 

become completely unbearable. They talked of ‘rescuing’ her from Lord Greh and 

‘protecting’ her, as if she were some helpless young girl, not a mature woman. Wherever she 

went, some student dogged her heels; and even Horlerh eyed her anxiously. She felt as if she 

had contracted some fatal disease which was invisible to herself but only too plainly obvious 

to all who set eyes on her. Even as she sat working now, she knew two students were seated 

outside the door of the hut, protecting her – from what? 

From abduction from Lord Greh? 

Suppose she wanted to be abducted? 

She did not know. Did she want to be abducted? She loved her work. But her life was 

becoming intolerable. Her colleagues were making it intolerable. And now Greh had gone, 

and Andy had reported that Ray Lewis had gone, and Aimee had an awful suspicion that she 

knew where he had gone, and why – and she felt sick. Not sick because of what Lord Greh 

was doing to Ray, because she knew well enough that he did it all the time – but because she 

wanted Lord Greh too, and she didn’t have him… 

And all these days she had tossed and turned in her mind, trying to work while the men 

dogged her steps and the students watched over her like jailers and Horlerh eyed her as if she 

were contagious. 

Yes, well – she could do one of four things. 

One: she could carry on as she was. 

Two: she could call Lord Greh and tell him she would go with him. 

Three: she could give up the work she loved and go back to Trer – alone. 

Four: she could kill herself. 

I suppose there are other options, she though grimly, but those are the main ones. Well – 

let’s think this through. 

Four seems rather drastic. 

One is inconceivable. 

Three: I’d rather not. 

That leaves me with Two … 

Horlerh seemed to think that Lord Greh could not enter the camp; that her Flame would 

keep him out. But surely, thought Aimee, he is the lord of the galaxy. If I call him, he will 

come … 

And then her mind was made up. She pushed her writing pad from her, put down her pen, 

stood up and spoke his name – not loudly, but clearly, so that she could hear it but those 

outside would not. 

And he came … 

He materialised before her, all bright and shining, his golden hair floating about his head 

like a halo, his skin bright like silver, his black eyes bright as flame … 

‘Aimee,’ he said, and she threw her arms about his neck and kissed him long and warmly. 

‘They couldn’t keep you out,’ she said at last, drawing back. 

‘No, of course not,’ he rejoined, laughing. ‘Aimee, will you come with me, now? I long for 

you so much.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she mused, frowning a little. ‘I need to talk to you.’ 

‘Not here,’ he said, arms about her, holding her close. ‘We have spies outside the door. 

Come away.’ And with that he spun her through time and space, and they were seated on a 

sunny, grassy bank, the air scented with thyme, with bird song high overhead. 
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She looked about in some amazement. ‘Where are we?’ 

‘Don’t worry about it. Now, darling, tell me. What have they been doing to you?’ 

She sighed in exasperation and poured out the tale of her last few weeks of frustration. 

‘They dog my every step,’ she ended. ‘And Andy keeps saying you’re Satan incarnate.’ 

Greh pulled a wry face. ‘He has a point. God has appointed me lord of the galaxy – rather 

as Satan ruled the Earth in the old stories. And Satan was a dragon. But I am God’s servant, 

not His enemy …’ 

He paused. The similarity was too close, he thought, and remembered that he had seen 

Wiroan as a dragon, and that he and his brothers and sisters – the gods whom Aoan 

worshipped – were dragons, who had made Earth and cared for it. The stories in the Bible 

must be based in some warped way on Wiroan and his brothers and sisters … he tossed back 

his hair. He would ask Aoan about it later. For the moment, there was Aimeee, vibrant, 

intelligent, and very much in love with him. 

‘Darling,’ he said, putting his arms about her and drawing her close to him, ‘what do you 

want to do? I can take you anywhere you wish, you may be whatever you wish. I would 

gladly crown you empress, but the choice must be yours.’ 

She sighed. ‘Does love always have to be so complicated? I wish I could stay on the dig 

and you could visit us regularly. But Andy and Mike just won’t stand for it. My professional 

standing with Mike is completely ruined. He keeps asking me to marry him.’ She sighed 

heavily. 

‘I can deal with Mike,’ said Greh gently, running his fingers through her hair. 

‘Oh, dear. Could Mike stand it?’ 

He laughed. Aimee quivered. ‘No, leave him his self-respect,’ she said. ‘What have you 

done with Ray?’ 

‘I left him on Herluin at a Mary spaceship building plant. I’ll pick him up later – when you 

have told me my fate, Aimee.’ He ran his lips down her cheek. 

‘Is there much left?’ asked Aimee. 

‘He’s still himself,’ said Greh, ‘but he comes with me everywhere, like a hound. He assists 

me and he talks to the people I work with and finds out what they are doing, and helps me to 

pull everything together. He wouldn’t want to do anything else.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Aimee, ‘that’s just it – we fall for you and worship you and then we have to be 

with you, and if we can’t it seems as if all we had is worth nothing.’ 

‘But don’t you gain something, too?’ he asked softly, and she felt herself fall into his gaze 

and float away into space … and the answer came to her: yes, I gain myself. I lose all, but I 

become me – really and honestly me … 

… Oh, Aimee, be mine … give yourself to me … no one else is worthy of you … come to 

me, my darling. 

And you? I am old enough to be your mother! 

Oh no, Aimee, no, I have lived thousands of years … and I will live forever … 

Oh what do you want – what do you want, oh golden dragon … what do you want of me 

… and what do I want, I, I, I? 

Aimee – I want you yourself – your promise to be mine forever – darling, I can make you 

immortal, you and I may be together forever – oh, Aimee, come with me … 

Then she felt herself draw out and out as if she spread through space and into infinity, and 

she felt a sudden jab of panic, as if she was falling so fast, so far, she could not stop, and 

would be destroyed. She cried out: ‘Stop, stop! I can’t – not yet.’ 

‘Please,’ he cried, ‘please – oh, Aimee, please! I love you so much!’ and he kissed her 

neck, hands, face – ‘oh, Aimee! Please!’ 

‘No – Lord Greh – listen, I want you, I want you – I worship you, truly, like God. But, 

listen, my sweetheart, my beloved – what will I become, what will become of me, if I become 
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yours? What will be left of me? You will take away my wholeness, my singularity, and I will 

be left bleeding, bleeding, bleeding to death with love of you, my darling, while you dance 

through the stars. Oh, my god, don’t leave me!’ 

‘Never,’ he said. ‘Oh, Aimee! If you would only agree – I would be with you for all time – 

for I am lord of time and need never leave you …’ 

‘How can that be? You must be everywhere and anywhere!’ 

‘Darling, I can twist time and space. Aimee, be mine, darling! Oh, my darling, please!’ 

At last she said, ‘What else can I do? I worship you. Do whatever you want.’ But he knew 

it was submission, not free will, and he wanted her ready willingness, not her submission. Yet 

he flowed into and through her, and laid her on the sunny bank, and laid himself on her, and 

kissed her as if his heart would break. Then she put her arms about him and returned his 

kisses, and he summoned up his courage and put his hand to her jeans and undid the zip and 

said, ‘Aimee, take me as your husband and let us be one,’ and she said, ‘But how can I tie you 

down?’ and he cried, ‘No, don’t say that! How can I tie you, darling? Yet, if you’ll have me, 

take me,’ and she said at last, ‘Of course I’ll take you. How could I refuse?’ and he took that 

as acceptance, small as it was, and pressed his way in. She cried out in pain and loss as he 

battered down her gates, and he held her close and forced her, because he wanted her so 

much. But when it was done he still held her close and kissed her hotly and said, ‘Aimee, 

come with me to the Priestess and let us give our vows as partners.’ 

She looked at him – he to whom she had given all she had – and realised that she had not 

given everything. He had her body and soul, but not her spirit. She said: ‘Lord Greh, I 

worship you, but I can’t be your wife. There’s too much difference between us.’ 

He could have screamed in frustration. ‘Darling,’ he cried, ‘there isn’t. We love each other. 

Be my wife, Aimee – please.’ 

‘My lord,’ she said quietly, stroking his hair, ‘not yet. I – can’t bring myself to it yet. Think 

of me – as your mistress.’ 

He uttered a foul word and kissed her throat. ‘I don’t want a mistress,’ he said furiously. ‘I 

have a few already.’ 

‘Didn’t you mention a harem? Then count me in.’ 

He scowled, and put a finger to her forehead, and she felt a sudden jab, as if a lighted 

match had touched her skin. ‘Very well,’ he said, calmly, but clearly he was very angry, ‘I’ve 

marked you. But, Aimee, I will keep asking you. I won’t accept this rejection – I want you as 

my wife, not my mistress.’ 

‘I know,’ she said, almost merry now, ‘and you can go on asking, my lord, and I shall go 

on putting you off. But you must promise to come to me – often. Once a week, twice a week.’ 

‘Call me, then,’ he said, sadly, and laid his head on her chest. ‘I’ll come whenever you call 

me, Aimee.’ 

She sighed lightly and stroked his hair. ‘Every night?’ she mused. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Very well. I’ll call you.’ 

‘Do,’ he said, bitterly. ‘And don’t keep calling me “my lord”. Call me “Gray” or – call me 

“darling”. If I am,’ he added. 

‘Yes,’ she said softly. ‘My darling lord.’ 

He sighed in annoyance. She stroked his hair. ‘Whatever I can do to make you happy,’ she 

said, ‘I will – but not my life. Not yet, my darling.’ 

‘Not yet,’ he repeated. ‘I’ll cling to that “yet”, Aimee.’ 

‘Cling, then. But come to me often, often.’ 

‘Whenever you call me. But call me often, darling.’ 

They lay together in the sunshine for a long while. Then Aimee felt Greh’s hair twitching 

out of her stroking hands, and sparking, and standing out stiffly – she yelped and sat up. Greh 
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also sat up, kissed her on the mouth and said, ‘I must shield the dig. McCrae wants revenge 

for the loss of her ships.’ 

‘Loss?’ repeated Aimee. ‘What happened to them?’ 

‘They’re grounded. The Federal forces refuse to fight my forces because we have a truce. 

So her lovely new ships are grounded, and her hopes of a surprise attack were thwarted. So 

she’s been trying to find the culprit. She’s been looking for Ray, but I have him safe. She’s 

after the commander of the Federal Base, but she can’t get at him. So she’s coming to Teren – 

we need to shield the site.’ 

‘I think Horlerh has shielded it,’ observed Aimee. 

‘I think I could do more to protect it.’ 

‘Mike won’t be happy.’ 

‘It’s time I spoke to Mike.’ 

She looked him in the eye, and said: ‘Very well. Shall we go back, then?’ and he nodded, 

sighed, kissed her and span her away into space. 

They materialised back in her hut. He said, ‘I’ll be back later,’ kissed her, and vanished 

again. 

Aimee did not go back to her work. She counted to five and then walked out of her hut, 

stepping over the students outside the door, and walked down the site to ask Horlerh if she 

would like a cup of tea. She did this to kill time while Lord Greh got on with whatever he was 

going to do with Mike Daims. Poor Mike, thought Aimee, will he ever be the same again? But 

he’s become unbearable. He’s so jealous … he needs sorting out … 

Mike was down at the site van, checking the tyre pressure, when he heard footsteps. He 

looked up and saw a female student – a very pretty female student – standing nearby. He 

could not remember her name offhand, but he knew her face, and he nodded expectantly at 

her.  

‘Hmmm?’ he said. 

‘Professor,’ said the student, ‘I’ve been walking the woods and I’ve found something 

which I think will interest you.’ 

Mike was all attention. They knew the site extended into the woods but had been unable to 

idenfity where. 

‘Lead on,’ he said, wiping his hands on his jeans and putting his tyre pressure gauge in his 

jeans back-pocket. 

She led the way into the woods, over boulders and fallen trees. ‘Down here,’ she said, 

leading the way between two large boulders. He squeezed in after her, and suddenly found 

himself walking down a darkened corridor. She walked ahead, carrying a lighted lamp. Where 

had that come from? The ceiling and walls were painted with twisted, intricate shapes. There 

was rush matting underfoot. Was he dreaming? Was he really in a cave under the woods? He 

hurried to catch up with her – she was drawing ahead – but she only walked faster, through an 

open door. He followed her into a room carved out of the rock, with high arched ceiling, walls 

painted with twisting branches and leaves, the floor scattered with cushions. 

The door slid shut behind them. 

She turned to him, and she was no student, but a tall, beautiful woman with long, golden 

hair, a curvaceous figure and lascivious lips. Her dark eyes flashed invitingly. ‘Mike Daims,’ 

she said, in a low, breathless voice, ‘forgive me for deceiving you. I had to get you here alone. 

You see, I desire your service.’ 

His lips were dry. He found that his knees were shaking. He licked his lips desperately and 

croaked fearfully: ‘What sort of service?’ 

‘This,’ she said, and her long clinging silken dress slipped off her body and left her naked 

and perfect; and before he could try to run she seized his right hand in hers and drew him into 

her arms and swallowed up his mind in her gaze. 
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He had not the faintest idea what to do. He had only done it once or twice before, as a 

student, when totally drunk. He didn’t remember a thing about it then and had no idea what to 

do now. As it happened, she showed him. 

And when it was over – he didn’t remember enjoying it particularly, but it was over and he 

felt he had acquited himself with honour – he said casually, ‘I suppose you’re another of 

them.’ 

‘Of whom?’ she asked sweetly. She was devastatingly beautiful. 

‘One of these Old Ones. Andy calls them demons.’ 

She began to giggle. She sat up. ‘Really, Mike? Am I so terrible?’ 

‘No,’ he said, growing a little red in the face with embarrassment, and groping for his 

clothes. ‘No, you’re – er – you’re – hmmm,’ – he pulled on his underpants and trousers and 

felt more secure – ‘you’re quite sweet.’ 

She began to laugh merrily. ‘How flattered I am! To be called sweet. Tell me, Mike, will 

you serve me? And love me? Please.’ 

He pulled his shirt on and buttoned it rapidly. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said briskly, ‘that you 

don’t have a man already.’ 

‘Oh, many,’ she said, smiling bewitchingly, ‘but I live off love and worship – and I want 

yours as well.’ 

He looked down at her – he was standing to dress – she still sat on the floor, naked but for 

her long golden hair. ‘I suppose you have a name?’ he asked. 

‘They call me Hyunnah,’ she said, pouting a little. He felt uncomfortable – she was really 

very lovely. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked, as casually as he could. 

‘The golden whore,’ she said, mouthing the words pleasurably. Then all at once she put an 

arm about his legs and rested her other hand on his genitals – now safely inside his trousers. 

‘Now, Mike, tell me you will serve me. And then I’ll tell you something you need to know.’ 

‘What sort of thing?’ he asked uneasily, but she insisted, ‘Tell me first, Mike.’ She let her 

fingers play a little on the bulge in his jeans – he gave up. 

‘All right,’ he said, growing even redder in the face, ‘but why pick on me?’ 

‘Because you already love me,’ she said, smiling bewitchingly, ‘and you are jealous of my 

other lovers – and I’ve decided to take pity on you. Now I’ll tell you my news, Mike,’ and she 

leapt to her feet, and suddenly she was clothed again, ‘McCrae is sending her ships to bomb 

the dig. So we must protect it – you must bring the students in here, and Horlerh and I will 

cast a protective field. Now, come on.’ She seized his hand and led him out, and now the light 

came not from her lamp but from her, as if she glowed – and he realised as they went up the 

corridor that she was not she but he, Lord Greh, dressed in his deep blue tunic and cloak, and 

Mike found himself saying, ‘What’s this? Where’s –’ and then they were outside in the wood, 

and Lord Greh turned to him and gave him a bewitching smile and said sweetly, ‘Go and 

round up the students, Mike,’ and kissed him once on the lips, turned and ran off through the 

wood, leaving Mike reeling. But as he stood flabbergasted, the Rhuaan turned and cried: 

‘Don’t just stand there, darling, get moving! I’ll tell Aimee,’ and suddenly Mike found the 

energy to move, and moved. 

The students did not round up easily, and Andy was nowhere to be found. Aimee came 

running up, tea mug in hand, to help the evacuation. Far down the camp, Mike could see the 

two Rhuaans by the Flame, either arguing or chanting – it was hard to say which. He himself 

felt unable to say or do much, only to urge the students to follow him into Hyunnah’s 

underground hideaway. Aimee brought up the rear. And then they waited, expecting to hear 

gunfire or bombs, but they heard nothing. At last they heard Horlerh calling: ‘Is everyone in 

there?’ and Mike called back: ‘Andy’s missing.’ He heard Horlerh mutter, and then all was 

quiet outside for a long time. 
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The students fidgeted. Mike wanted to ask Aimee how Lord Greh had got into the camp 

but felt he couldn’t. He was held by a quiet peace, a gentle joy, which did not want to be 

broken by speech. 

Aimee eyed him from a distance. The room was lit by a gentle glow from the walls – she 

did not know the source. It was bright enough for her to see her colleague’s wistful, oddly 

peaceful expression. She thought how much more relaxed he looked than normal; she felt 

relieved. She did not press him to talk. She had a good idea how he was feeling – it was better 

for him to be left alone. 

But where was Andy?  

 

Outside, Horlerh was annoyed with Lord Greh. He had burst through her barriers and 

approached the Flame again without her permission. As for this attack by the Federation, he 

had brought it on them himself. She agreed to help him only because she was carrying his 

child – the lovemaking on her ‘day’ a few weeks ago had been successful. 

So they went round the site, throwing a barrier of energy around it. Only then did Horlerh 

think to go and check that all the students were accounted for – and found that Andy was 

missing. 

‘Wait here,’ said Lord Greh (as if I would do anything else! thought Horlerh in annoyance: 

her place was by the Flame) – ‘I’ll go and look for him.’ His lovely body glowed brightly, and 

vanished. 

He went up above the planet and looked at the Federal ships, which were the old design, 

the remainder of those which he and Aoan had previously driven out of sectors two to six; and 

he stretched his energy field into their engines, played a little with their controls, and 

interfered a little with their controllers’ minds. Then he went in search of Andy. 

Andy was seated on the hilltop, on the stone where he had sat when he and Greh had 

agreed that they could both be claimants for Aimee’s love. He was staring out across the 

plain, through the treetops, over the entrance to the spaceship manufacturing plant. (Bother! 

thought Greh – I must shield the plant.) Greh hesitated a moment, then reached a decision, 

changed his form and walked boldly towards him, saying, ‘Andy.’ 

Andy jumped and looked up. He saw a female student, who appeared familiar, but he 

couldn’t place her for the moment. 

‘Andy,’ said the young woman, ‘what are you doing up here, all alone?’ 

Andy frowned at her. ‘I come up here sometimes,’ he said. 

‘You seem lonely,’ she said coaxingly. 

‘I’m not.’ 

‘Won’t you come back down to the camp?’ she asked, a little sadly, thought Andy. He 

raised an eyebrow in her general direction. Presumably the chit thought she was attractive and 

was trying to chat him up. Well, he wasn’t interested. 

‘Nope,’ he said. ‘I’m just fine here.’ 

‘Andy,’ she said, coming a little closer and kneeling down before him, ‘please come 

down.’ 

‘I tell you,’ he said, sharply now, ‘I’m just fine here. Go away.’ 

Greh lost patience with him. Bother the man! I still have to shield the manufacturing plant 

– I can’t spend all day … ‘I can’t,’ she said firmly, ‘you must come now, Andy,’ and 

suddenly Andy found himself thrown forwards on to his hands and knees, and when he got up 

he was in a dimly lit room, and Pippa French and Lily White were bending over him. 

‘You all right?’ asked Lily casually, not with any great interest. 

‘Ow,’ replied Andy, with feeling. ‘Where did that come from?’ 

‘We’re about to be bombed by the Federal fleet,’ said Pippa excitedly. ‘The Profs say we 

have to hide in here, and Lord Greh went to fetch you.’ 
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‘Lord Greh? You mean Gray? It was some girl who came to fetch me.’ Andy shook his 

head painfully. Pippa and Lily exchanged sad ‘I’ve always said he had a screw loose’ glances 

and shook their heads over him, and Lily tapped the side of her forehead. 

‘You know Imperials wear skirts, Andy,’ she said. ‘You’d better see an optician next time 

you’re on Trer.’ 

Once out of the cave, Greh slipped into space and spread himself out to fend off the fleet. 

The ships flew in close to the planet, fired a round (Greh absorbed the energy of their shots 

into his own body), then became confused, fired at each other, and then turned back and 

dispersed. They then stopped, and grouped, and began to fly around each other. Greh watched 

them for a while until he was happy that their steering was locked into the pattern he had set 

for it, then he stepped through space to Trer, to the ‘green room’ in the Presidential Palace. 

President Leel was sitting in her easy chair by one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, 

overlooking the palace gardens. Rose Mc Crae was standing further down the room, saying, ‘I 

hope to receive word any moment now,’ when Greh materialised in the centre of the floor. 

Leel leapt to her feet with a shout of alarm and anger. Rose uttered a simple ‘Damn.’ 

‘Madam,’ said Greh courteously, bowing to Leel, ‘We have not met; I am Graham 

Bradley. Please accept my compliments, and hear my petition. I beg you to call off your fleet, 

otherwise I shall have to destroy the ships, and I do not wish to do so.’ 

Leel gawped for an instant, then rallied her senses, stood up straight and dignified and said, 

‘So you are Graham Bradley. Rose – call Security.’ 

Rose shook her head. ‘Waste of time,’ she said briskly. ‘He’ll only vanish again.’ She 

frowned at Greh. ‘What have you done to my fleet?’ she demanded. 

‘Nothing,’ replied Greh coolly, ‘except fend them off Teren. I am disappointed in you, 

Professor – I thought you were a commander of sense.’ 

‘You fended them off Teren?’ repeated Rose. ‘How?’ 

‘By throwing a protective field about the planet. Really, Rose,’ he exclaimed, ‘you know 

my capabilities better than anyone! You know perfectly well you are wasting your time trying 

to destroy Teren, under my nose.’ 

‘He’s bluffing,’ said Leel. 

‘Am I?’ retorted Greh. 

‘How can you protect a planet from a space fleet?’ demanded Leel. 

‘Do I have to answer that question?’ he replied. 

Leel opened her mouth to make an angry retort, then closed it. She sat down and said, ‘No. 

Don’t bother. I am most interested to meet you, Mr Bradley. I’ve heard such a lot about you.’ 

‘And I of you,’ said Gray, sweetly. 

‘You look much younger than I expected.’ 

‘I look much younger than I am.’ 

‘Where, exactly, is my fleet at present?’ 

‘Going round and round in circles between here and Teren.’ 

‘Could you confirm that please, Rose,’ said Leel calmly. 

Rose went to the wall, lifted the caller handset, and tapped in a number. She waited. She 

spoke. She waited. She spoke again. Another wait. At last: ‘Ah, Admiral Rogers – McCrae 

here. Tell me, how did the raid go?’ 

There was a long pause. Rose’s face became more and more tense with suppressed anger. 

‘I see,’ she said, and then after another pause: ‘I see,’ again, then: ‘Yes. As it happens, I 

do; I have the cause here before me at this moment. It’s called Graham Bradley.’ 

Gray heard the voice at the other end expostulate, then Rose said, ‘He’s issuing 

ultimatums, Admiral. No, I don’t know. No, he has no ships, no weapons, just his 

infuriatingly superior smile. Yes. No. I’ll see what I can do. Carry on, Admiral.’ Then she 

replaced the handset. 
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‘I repeat my offer of our last meeting, Rose,’ said Gray quietly. ‘That we continue a 

phoney war and cease real hostilities. And I promise to withdraw to sector six and not to 

attempt to invade sectors seven to nine.’ 

‘Until I die,’ said Leel acidly. ‘Rose told me.’ 

Greh smiled pleasantly. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Very generous of you.’ 

‘Just common sense.’ 

‘Let me make you a different offer,’ said Leel. ‘We will promise not to bomb Teren, and 

we will treat with the rebels in Vairstown. You will give my traders more favourable shipping 

terms, and we will each give each other twenty-four hours notice of any intention to break the 

truce. And you will restore my fleet to proper working order.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Greh. 

‘But I reserve the right to appoint my own successor,’ said Leel firmly. 

‘I agree,’ said Greh. 

‘And I reserve the right to expand into sector ten and you will not impede my forces from 

doing so.’ 

‘I agree,’ said Greh again. 

‘Good,’ said Leel, smiling at him. ‘I’m glad we are in agreement.’ 

‘So am I, madam,’ said Greh, bowing. ‘Accept my deepest regards, Madam President – 

Professor McCrae – until we meet again –’ and then he vanished. 

 

Moments later, the Federal fleet was on its way back to Trer, and Admiral Rogers called 

McCrae to tell her so. Greh went back to Teren to tell the archaeologists and Horlerh that it 

was safe to come out. 

They came out, blinking in the sunshine. Horlerh said drily, ‘So what did you do?’ 

‘I set a protective shield up round the planet,’ said Greh, ‘and then I confused their 

steering. Then I went and told McCrae to call them off.’ 

‘I see,’ she said quietly. ‘Well, we are grateful for the reprieve.’ 

He gave her a hard look – she did not appear very grateful. He supposed it was largely his 

fault that McCrae had decided to bomb the planet. ‘What’s wrong, Horlerh?’ he asked gently, 

as they walked back to the Flame, side by side. 

‘You mean you don’t know?’ she demanded. 

‘No. I mean, I know McCrae wouldn’t have decided to bomb if it wasn’t for the war, but if 

it wasn’t for the war you would never have come here at all.’ 

‘It’s not that,’ she retorted. ‘It’s you.’ 

‘Me?’ 

‘I ordered you to stay away. To leave Aimee alone.’ 

‘Why should I? She called me.’ 

‘Only because you made her.’ 

‘I did not. She wanted me to come.’ 

‘You’ve perverted her mind.’ 

‘I did not. She loves me.’ 

She turned on him. ‘Have you really no idea how to behave? That you, a dragon, the 

Emperor’s lover, should run about after a human woman –’ 

‘You yourself have been very friendly with human men,’ he retorted.  

‘I don’t – abase myself to them,’ she spluttered. ‘You abase yourself, you – prostitute 

yourself, you act like – an animal. As if you were a sex machine.’ 

‘But I have to,’ he said gently. ‘I have to raise power, Horlerh, and this is the easiest and 

most effective way to do it.’ 
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‘You sleep with anything,’ she snorted. ‘Anything with a hole in it. You’re destroying your 

dragon body.’ 

‘Aimee is of our blood,’ retorted Greh, ‘a dragon – Horlerh, I love her, the Priestess of 

Thorion urges me to take a female partner, and I have chosen Aimee and I want to marry her, 

and the Priestess approves.’ 

Horlerh spluttered wordlessly for a moment. She could not criticise the great Priestess of 

Thorion, yet she was convinced that what Greh was doing was abhorrent and was betraying 

his role as a Rhuaan general. ‘There’s another thing,’ she said. ‘You’ve been up to something 

else. Your energy patterns are all disrupted. What have you been doing?’ 

‘Can’t you tell?’ he retorted, in no mood to tell her that he had been changing gender. Let 

her work it out for herself – it wasn’t as if there was anything unusual about a Rhuaan 

adjusting gender, a male growing a temporary womb, a female producing sperm – although a 

complete change was unique. But couldn’t she see it in the Flame? 

‘Tell me what you’ve been doing,’ she insisted. ‘I know it’s wrong. I know it’s perverted. 

You’re perverting everything, turning our sacred trust upside down and betraying all we 

believe –’ 

‘You’ve got enough worries,’ he retorted, ‘why worry about me?’ 

‘Most of it’s caused by you! How did you get past the Flame?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I set up a barrier to keep you away – centred on this Flame.’ 

He looked at the Flame, which they were just approaching. ‘What is that to me? I’m lord of 

time and space. I just stepped round it.’ 

She snarled at him. ‘You’re no dragon, Greh. Andy is right – you’re a demon, come to 

enslave us.’ 

‘Andy! I’ll “demon” him.’ Greh began to walk away, back up the camp towards the 

archaeologists’ huts, but Horlerh cried, ‘You leave Andy alone. I forbid you to touch him.’ 

I wasn’t going to, thought Greh furiously, I don’t need to touch him. Hasn’t Horlerh 

worked that out yet? I thought at least my own people would realise that… but he knew that 

Horlerh was not one of his own people. She was a Vairstown Rhuaan, like Errehn, cut off 

from Thorion and its ruling dragon-blooded race for a thousand years, and unable to 

comprehend that their own traditional ways might not be the only ways. He walked rapidly 

back towards the site huts, thinking hard. Wiroan and his brothers and sisters have given me 

dominion over time and space, but the Rhuaans here aren’t ready for it. Can’t Horlerh 

understand that I need to draw in more love, more energy, than any of us ever needed to in the 

past? Can’t she understand that I need love and companionship, not condemnation and attack? 

Doesn’t she see that I have needs and desires, just as she does? 

 He came up to the kitchen hut and heard the kettle coming to the boil. Mike Daims put his 

head out and said, ‘Ah, Gray – do you fancy a cuppa? We’re just making one.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray heavily. ‘Please.’ 

He went into the hut and found half a dozen students, including Andy, with Aimee and 

Mike. Aimee was pouring water into the site teapot – Andy was putting milk into the mugs. 

He looked up at Gray and said, ‘How did you get on-site?’ 

‘Don’t start that,’ retorted Gray, ‘I’ve just had that from Horlerh.’ 

Aimee looked at him sadly and said, ‘Andy, don’t worry about it.’ 

‘He’s the devil,’ said Andy. ‘If he doesn’t go I’ll exorcise him.’ 

‘Andy,’ said Gray patiently, ‘I’m Gray – your old mate – remember? I know we’ve had a 

disagreement, but it hardly justifies your demonising me.’ 

‘You’ve been acting like a demon,’ retorted Andy. ‘You’re the principalities and powers St 

Paul writes about.’ 
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Gray blinked. He knew St Paul wrote in the Bible, but he had never read most of the Bible 

– his sister Susie had, but he had not seen Susie since he left Earth, as a human, over a year 

ago. So he had no means of checking Andy’s statement. A moment looking into Andy’s mind 

showed him what Andy was thinking of, and he stood baffled, wondering how he could 

counter such irrational arguments. 

Aimee started pouring out the tea. ‘Andy,’ she said, ‘pass these round. Gray, this is for 

you’ – handing him one – ‘Mick’ – handing him another – ‘now, perhaps we should go 

outside.’ 

Mike said lightly to Gray as they went out: ‘Air raid over?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray quietly, ‘I drove them off. I don’t think they’ll come back.’ 

‘Be careful, Prof.,’ called Andy. ‘Don’t speak to him.’ 

‘It’s all right, Andy,’ said Mike calmly. ‘It’s OK. We’ve – made a peace agreement. The 

war is off.’ 

‘The hell it is,’ retorted Andy, pausing to sip his hot tea. ‘I’ve made no peace agreements.’ 

Gray sipped his tea with a sigh. Mike looked at him curiously. ‘Anything wrong?’ he 

enquired in as friendly a tone as he dared. 

‘Yes,’ said Gray softly. ‘Me.’ 

Mike Daims swallowed an urge to put his arms around the slim blond figure which 

suddenly seemed lost and vulnerable. ‘Oh, ignore Andy,’ he said. ‘He’s about as sensitive as a 

block of granite.’ 

Aimee came up. She did not ask what had happened between Mike and Greh – she saw 

that they were speaking in a friendly manner and knew that Greh had done something and that 

she would find out all about it later. 

‘Question,’ said Mike to Gray, ‘all due respect and all that – could I marry her anyway? 

Things being as they are.’ 

Gray smiled into his tea – Aimee raised her eyebrows at Mike and said reproachfully: 

‘Mike!!’ 

‘That’s really up to Aimee,’ said Gray quietly, ‘but I would prefer you separately, if you 

see what I mean.’ 

‘Divide and rule, I suppose,’ said Mike, shrugging off his disappointment. 

‘Not really,’ said Gray. ‘I do have lovers in pairs, but you both appreciate all of my 

attention at any one time.’ 

‘Does this mean,’ said Aimee, ‘Mike, that if Greh is around a little more you won’t 

object?’ 

Mike sighed. ‘I’m happy to have him around,’ he said, looking hard at his half-empty mug 

of tea and colouring a deep shade of pink, ‘but I’d prefer he didn’t – show you affection – in 

front of me.’ 

Greh promptly gave Mike a quick peck on the cheek and said, ‘Aimee – what’s your 

reaction?’ 

Aimee began to laugh madly, so much she split some of her tea on the grass. ‘I don’t mind 

a bit.’ 

‘Ah, but supposing you thought we were about to run off together?’ Mike challenged her. 

Aimee laughed again. ‘Well, that might change my mind for me.’ 

Greh drained his mug and said, ‘We can hardly do anything on-site anyway. Don’t look 

now, but we’re being spied on.’ 

The two professors immediately looked around and saw Andy and six other students in a 

little knot, slowly moving closer towards them. Lily White was there, and Pippa, Sandra Bey 

and three lads whose names Greh didn’t know. ‘What are you talking about?’ one of them 

asked challengingly. 

‘Well, really!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘We were discussing this morning’s finds.’ 
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‘I thought you were discussing him,’ said Lily, nodding at Greh. 

‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ retorted Mike. ‘Now, then, if you’ve finished your tea – 

we’ve got work to do. Those finds to label up, Pippa, if you remember – and weren’t you 

finishing the drawings, Lily?’ He handed his empty mug to Greh and strode into the group of 

students, scattering them to various tasks – including Andy, sent to tidy up the site: ‘someone 

left some tools lying about.’ 

The scene cleared, the three went back into the hut, ostensibly to wash up, in reality to talk 

in peace. Mike washed, Greh dried, and Aimee sat on a stool. 

‘I’m sure McCrae will try something else,’ said Greh, ‘but she won’t try bombardment. 

We’ll have to wait and see.’ 

‘What is she trying to do?’ asked Aimee. 

‘Destroy my power bases behind her lines. You must call me at once if anything starts.’ 

‘How is that done, exactly?’ asked Mike. 

‘You just call,’ said Greh. ‘Your call echoes through the energy patterns of the galaxy. My 

mental capacity extends through the galaxy, so I hear you.’ 

‘Is that possible?’ asked Mike dubiously. 

‘Try calling me sometime,’ retorted Greh. 

‘It works for me,’ said Aimee. 

‘I wondered how he got here,’ said Mike. 

‘I was coming anyway,’ rejoined Greh. ‘I had to fend off McCrae’s ships.’ 

‘What are your plans now?’ asked Mike. 

‘I’ll stay around a little longer if you’re happy,’ said Greh. 

‘We are,’ said Aimee. ‘Andy and Horlerh aren’t.’ 

‘I can’t help Horlerh,’ said Greh. ‘I may have to deal with Andy.’ 

‘Is that possible?’ asked Mike. ‘He’s somewhat slow in certain matters.’ 

Greh prodded him in the rear ribs. ‘You weren’t exactly quick, my dear,’ he said, and 

kissed him on the back of the neck. 

‘Andy is worse,’ declared Mike, emptying the sink and drying his hands. 

Greh dried the final mug and put it back on its shelf. ‘You could send him back to Trer,’ he 

said. ‘How much is left to excavate?’ 

‘A lifetime’s work,’ said Aimee. ‘Now you’re providing funds, we could be here until we 

retire. And Andy is an experienced digger. I’d be sorry to lose him. But he’s certainly become 

rather a nuisance.’ 

‘Aimee,’ said Mike, ‘given the choice, if it was him or me –’ 

‘Mike!!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘Will you stop it? It isn’t him or you. It’s Lord Greh. That’s 

all.’  

Mike sighed heavily. Greh put an arm around Mike’s hips and kissed his neck again. He 

said, ‘I know you blame me, my dear, but I didn’t do anything.’ 

‘I know,’ said Mike, ‘I’ve read the books. You didn’t have to do anything. It just comes 

naturally to you.’ 

‘Oh, dear,’ said Greh, laughing sadly, ‘won’t I do instead?’ 

‘But look at her,’ said Mike, waving an arm at Aimee, ‘how could anyone compare with 

her?’ 

‘I know,’ agreed Greh softly, ‘but don’t I stand a chance? Even when I am – quite sweet?’ 

‘Look,’ said Aimee, ‘shall I go and –’ 

‘No, no!’ cried both the males – if Greh was male – ‘No, stay, Aimee, please.’ 

‘OK,’ she said carefully, ‘but if this is going to get – personal –’ 

‘Not too much,’ said Greh. ‘Please stay, Aimee. Mike won’t tell me I stand any chance at 

all next to you – even though I did finally get him to admit that I am quite sweet.’ He looked 

at Mike reproachfully. 
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Aimee began to laugh. ‘Oh dear – that’s quite a compliment, coming from Mike. He’s 

never given me compliments like that.’ 

‘But you’re beyond compliments. You’re perfection,’ declared Mike. ‘Words cannot 

describe your delectability.’ 

‘I’m jealous,’ said Greh, still with his arm around Mike’s hip, and he rested his chin gently 

on Mike’s shoulder. ‘Please, Mike,’ he said softly. 

Aimee found she was laughing more than ever. ‘How can you refuse him? I couldn’t.’ 

‘You do,’ retorted Greh. ‘Both of you have hearts of stone. Aimee refuses to marry me – ’ 

‘You did?’ cried Mike, looking at Aimee, his face alight with delight. 

‘Yes,’ said Aimee, frowning at Greh. ‘It’s none of your business, but I did.’ 

‘Thank God!’ Mike Daims breathed a deep sigh of relief. ‘I have hope yet.’ 

‘Mike!’ said Greh in his ear. ‘Have I got to start all over again?’ 

‘My dear sir,’ said Mike, with dignity, ‘there are those who are made for marriage – our 

mutual beloved being one of them – and those who are made for a quick fling – in which 

category I place your delightful self.’ 

Greh frowned, then laughed. ‘So at least I am quite sweet and delightful,’ he retorted, ‘so I 

suppose I also have hope yet.’ He put his other arm around Mike’s front, so his hands were 

clasped and he held Mike in a loose embrace. ‘When do I get this quick fling?’ he enquired. 

Aimee began to laugh again. ‘I’ll leave you two to it,’ she said. 

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ said Mike. 

‘So would I,’ said Greh. 

‘I don’t want to embarrass you,’ said Aimee. 

‘We’re not embarrassed,’ said Greh, and kissed Mike’s cheek warmly – and then, before 

Mike could decide what to do about it, kissed his mouth. 

Aimee realised that actually she was not entirely comfortable with this, despite her earlier 

protestations of indifference. For a moment she watched, then, as Greh put his arms more 

tightly about Mike and held him close, she slipped quickly out of the hut. 

‘Does this mean,’ she wondered aloud, ‘that I do feel something for Mike? I suppose I 

value his dignity,’ she realised. ‘I suppose I like to think of him as a professional – not an 

emotional being.’ Then it occurred to her that perhaps Mike had felt the same way about her, 

and perhaps he himself had no idea of his true feelings until Andy told him and everyone else 

about the Kiss. 

Her immediate thought was that she must apologise to Mike, and she rushed back into the 

hut. As soon as she came in, Mike said, ‘Oh, there you are, Aimee. Why did you go?’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ said Aimee. ‘I was wrong – actually, I would prefer it, Greh, if you didn’t kiss 

Mike when I’m here.’ 

He looked at her curiously, with a certain concern; his eyes scanned her face. Then he said 

quietly, ‘All right, Aimee, if you prefer it, I won’t.’ 

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we should go and see what the students are up to.’ 

Greh released Mike, and came over and kissed her on the cheek and said, ‘Sorry, darling.’ 

‘No, that’s quite all right,’ she said, smiling brightly. ‘But let’s go and see what the 

students are up to – OK?’ 

‘OK,’ he said quietly, and walked out of the hut, and they followed him. 

Mike said nothing for a few minutes, then began to talk about their recent finds, and Aimee 

was glad to talk ‘shop’ and pretend everything was fine. But she knew it was not, and at last 

Greh said: ‘Listen – Mike – Aimee – come for a walk. I’m going crazy. Come out of the 

camp.’ 

They followed him obediently, up the hill to the rock where he had found Andy earlier. 

They talked of trivialities, but he was silent. When they got to the place, he made them sit one 

on his right and the other on his left. He kissed each of them in turn, then said: ‘Darlings – 
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you’ve won my heart through your love. Tell me what you want me to do for you. I’m at your 

disposal, but you’re both driving me insane.’ 

Aimee said, ‘Stay tonight.’ 

Mike said nothing; he looked at Greh, and Greh looked at him. 

‘Tell me,’ said Greh softly, and kissed his forehead. 

Mike coughed and said, ‘I’m not used to this sort of thing.’ 

‘I know,’ said Greh, ‘but still – tell me.’ 

‘Just – be there,’ said Mike croakily. 

Greh held him close and said, ‘Is that all?’ 

‘That will do,’ said Mike. 

‘You’ll have to be in two places at once,’ said Aimee merrily. 

‘I can do that,’ said Greh. ‘But I also wish I could speak of love with both of you together 

– but Mike is embarrassed, and I don’t want to embarrass either of you. I’m sorry,’ and he 

hugged Aimee. 

‘There are cultural norms,’ said Mike. 

‘I remember,’ said Greh, ‘but only vaguely. I much prefer the Sacred People’s norms – 

they’re so liberating.’ 

‘Do you really sleep with anything?’ asked Mike. 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘only humans, Gustu and Marys, as well as my own race.’ 

‘That seems a pretty extensive list,’ said Mike. ‘And either gender?’ 

‘Yes – the Sacred People do. And I can change gender to suit whomever I’m with.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Mike thoughtfully. ‘What do you get out of this?’ 

‘Energy,’ said Greh. ‘A great deal of energy – and I need energy to conquer the galaxy.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Mike, ‘now we’re getting somewhere. So you are actually a sort of sexual 

parasite which makes itself extraordinarily attractive to other sentient beings in order for them 

to copulate with you and you absorb and utilise the energy they generate in so doing.’ 

Greh and Aimee laughed merrily. ‘Yes,’ said Greh, ‘but I think they like it too.’ 

‘That’s part of the parasitism,’ said Mike. ‘You make them besotted with you so they keep 

coming back for more, so giving yourself an almost unlimited energy supply.’ 

‘I enjoy it as well,’ added Greh. 

‘Well, you would, wouldn’t you? Most creatures enjoy things which are beneficial to 

them.’ 

‘Mike,’ said Aimee, ‘are you trying to make excuses for yourself?’ 

‘No,’ retorted Mike, ‘I’m trying to find a rational explanation for the extraordinary effect 

this creature has on both of us.’ 

‘I admit it,’ said Greh, ‘I am a sexual parasite, if you insist – but you get a benefit as well. 

Serving me makes you extraordinarily happy, and enables me to govern, I hope to your 

benefit. So in fact the relationship is symbiotic and not parasitic.’ 

‘At the moment I’m not sure,’ said Mike carefully. 

‘I’ll go along with the symbiotic,’ agreed Aimee. 

‘Mike,’ said Greh, ‘are you prepared to be preyed on now? Or do I have to wait until 

bedtime?’ 

‘I’m not staying,’ said Aimee. 

‘But I want you as well,’ protested Greh. 

‘Definitely parasitic,’ said Mike. 

‘You can’t manage two at once,’ said Aimee. 

‘I can try,’ retorted Greh, and spun them both into the void. 

What followed was a blur to Mike Daims. Aimee was familiar now with being semi-

absorbed into Greh in the void, but Mike had no idea what was happening. He felt energy 

drain out of him and peacefulness pour in. He felt totally relaxed and content. He came to 
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himself somewhere or nowhere, in the arms of the incredibly lovely golden-haired young 

woman who pressed herself upon him and begged him to love her, and he found himself 

obliging her again, and perhaps acquitting himself rather better this time. She looked deep 

into his eyes and licked her incredibly luscious lips and said, ‘Thank you, darling.’ 

‘I still say you are a parasite,’ he said firmly. 

‘If you say so, darling,’ she murmured, wrapping herself around him lasciviously. 

‘Where is Aimee?’ 

‘Somewhere else, with me.’ 

‘How can you be in two places at once?’ he demanded, and she smiled and said, ‘It’s easy 

when you control time and space.’ She sighed deeply. ‘You are so sweet yourself, Mike. 

Please love me again.’ 

‘You’ll wear me out,’ he reproached her. ‘Entirely parasitic!’ 

‘But you enjoy it too, darling.’ 

‘I think you get most out of it.’ 

She laughed. ‘Men always say that! You enjoy it as well, my sweet – I can tell.’ She kissed 

his lips lingeringly and said, ‘You’re so innocent, Mike. Please love me again. I do my very 

best to please you.’ 

‘I’m a complete novice at this,’ he protested. 

‘It doesn’t matter. I want you to love me again. Please, Mike.’ 

‘Bother you,’ he said with feeling, ‘you are completely parasitic.’ 

She looked up at him with big, hurt eyes and said sorrowfully, ‘Mike – don’t say that. 

Please, darling – I try so hard to charm you. Don’t be angry with me. You know you really 

did want me,’ and suddenly she was a poor little thing, vulnerable and helpless, sobbing under 

him, and he was full of guilt and got off her and lifted her up and put his arms about her and 

tried to comfort her and told her that she was all right and of course she was very pretty and 

he wasn’t angry but he wasn’t used to it and it was a bit of a shock to him and really he was 

afraid of letting her down, and she sobbed: ‘You won’t – you won’t – you don’t, Mike, really, 

believe me, it doesn’t matter, darling, I just want your love – please? As long as it’s you, 

that’s all that matters,’ and he found himself oddly charmed and touched by her vulnerable 

beauty, and found he was kissing her tenderly and assuring her that it was all right. When she 

said, ‘Then you really do like me, Mike,’ he said, ‘Yes, of course I do,’ and she dried her eyes 

and said, ‘Thank you,’ and sniffed and said, ‘Then please don’t be cross with me,’ and he 

said, ‘I’m not cross with you.’ 

‘I’m not a parasite,’ she said, softly, tearfully, ‘really I’m not – I just love you and I want 

you to love me.’ 

‘But you do get energy from it,’ he said, ‘you said so yourself.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I have to, you see, because my hair is golden and not black. So I can’t 

absorb energy from the stars as well as my brothers and sisters do – I have to get it in other 

ways. But I don’t sleep with people I don’t love, darling – I mean, sometimes I have to, to 

keep them happy, but I don’t give them my love unless I really love them. I wouldn’t tell 

someone I loved them unless I really did. And I do love you, Mike, and I know you love me, 

and I wanted to make you happy, I really did.’ 

She was so extraordinary – on the one hand, he knew she was really the arrogant Rhuaan 

general and bandit Graham Bradley, and on the other, she was so tender, vulnerable, lovely 

and utterly convincing. It was as if she was Graham’s alter ego – the other half of the same 

person. He warmed to her considerably – he kissed her fondly and embraced her, he told her 

she was ‘really very pretty’, at which she cheered up a lot and smiled at him, he told her he 

did like her ‘only don’t wear me out,’ and at last he agreed to love her again, as she put it, and 

she coaxed him gently through the sex act and got him to climax more strongly than he had 

succeeded in doing so far. 
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Then they sat and talked, and he asked her why Aimee had refused to marry her. 

‘She says we are not evenly matched,’ said Hyunnah sadly, ‘but I love her very much. She 

is so pure of spirit -- so honest and good. I agree we aren’t evenly matched – she’s far better 

than me.’ She paused to wipe her eyes with her hair. ‘And she says we would have to spend 

too much time apart. But I can come to her every night – whenever she calls me – but she 

doesn’t call me.’ She sighed deeply. 

‘I’m sure Aimee is right,’ said Mike briskly. ‘After all, she is perfect, as you know, so her 

assessment must be correct.’ 

Hyunnah sighed deeply again. ‘Oh, dear!’ she said sadly, ‘I am so lonely. Faroan has to 

stay on Thorion, and Aoan is on Gustu, and we each have to go our own ways. There’s no one 

who is my equal, and no one is prepared to become my equal and share my task.’ 

‘Now, now,’ said Mike, ‘don’t be despondent. I’m sure you don’t really need a partner. 

Partners can be such a bind. And they’re such a responsibility. Think of the galaxy as your 

partner. I’m sure that’s a big enough partner for anyone. But of course you’ve got lots of 

friends who are more than prepared to help you in any way you ask.’ 

She looked at him with big, moist eyes and sniffed and wiped her eyes again and said, 

‘Thank you, Mike. But I really would like – an equal I can talk to. Someone at my own level. 

You see, I can’t talk to the galaxy.’ 

‘Well, you have your friends and admirers,’ said Mike, ‘Aimee and myself, for instance. 

Of course we’re only mere humans, but we do our best.’ 

Hyunnah sighed again as if her heart would break, and said softly, ‘I suppose so. I suppose 

I must scare people.’ 

‘Not exactly,’ said Mike hastily. ‘Overawe them, perhaps.’ 

‘Do I overawe you, Mike?’ she asked hesitantly, her voice trembling. 

‘Well, you did at first,’ he said, and then, as she turned plaintive, helpless great eyes on 

him, ‘but not at the moment.’ 

‘Hold me very close, Mike,’ she pleaded, leaning her head on his shoulder. ‘It’s so cold 

and lonely out there.’ 

He wondered what ‘out there’ was, and where exactly they were – he was only aware of a 

solid surface beneath them, and enough light to see her by – beyond them was darkness. For 

he all he could tell, they were in deep space, or underground, or – nowhere. Were they inside 

her mind? It was warm and comfortable, and the surface below him was soft – perhaps it was 

a love-nest of her making, a place that existed only in her imagination. 

Yet he put his arms about her, and held her tight, and she nestled against him with a sigh of 

contentment. He wondered if this were only more of her parasitism, and whether all her grief 

and pleading was only an act to seduce him. Yet she seemed so genuine, and he could not find 

it in his heart to condemn her. He supposed, on reflection, that hers was a lonely lot. 

At last she looked up at him and smiled at him, and he kissed her, quite fondly. She smiled 

more happily then, and held him close and kissed him warmly. 

‘Love me, Mike,’ she whispered, ‘and then I shall feel safe from everything.’ 

So he did his best, and she seemed very appreciative of his efforts. At last he said, ‘I really 

should be getting back. I don’t trust Andy to lock up for the night.’ 

‘Can I stay tonight, Mike?’ she whispered tenderly. ‘Don’t send me away.’ 

‘Of course you can,’ he assured her, ‘but I must get back now.’ 

She sighed and said, ‘I’ll take you back.’ 

Then the world came back into focus, slowly at first as a grey light, then he saw shapes 

coalesce and form about him, and he was sitting on the rocks at the top of the hill, with Lord 

Greh at his side, and Aimee beyond him. Lord Greh was saying ‘We’d better go down or 

Andy will think I’ve abducted you,’ and they all laughed and set off down the hill, hand in 

hand. 
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When they came out into the site at the edge of the wood at the bottom of the hill, they saw 

the students gathered together by the kitchen hut, talking earnestly, and Horlerh with them. As 

they emerged into the late afternoon light, Horlerh turned round and saw them and said, ‘Oh, 

there you are! I guessed who was to blame.’ 

Mike said, ‘Now, Horlerh, calm down. We only went for a friendly walk.’ 

Horlerh snorted and said, ‘Friendly is hardly the word I would use.’ 

Mike expected Lord Greh to snap back, but he didn’t. He only said, ‘I’m staying a while 

with my friends, Horlerh, but if you prefer me to avoid you, I will.’ He turned to Aimee. 

‘Would you like me to make tea?’ he asked. ‘It’s probably my turn.’ 

‘I’m in charge of food,’ said Andy shortly. ‘I don’t know that I should let you near it.’ 

Greh gave him a calm, steady look. ‘If you’d like to come and supervise me,’ he said, ‘I 

promise to use only the tins you have here.’ 

‘That’s an excellent idea,’ said Aimee. ‘I still have to finish my writing-up – Mike, can you 

check the site is tidy?’ and she walked off quickly, before Andy could argue with her. Mike 

promptly said, ‘Well, get on with it, Andy – show Greh where the tin opener is,’ and walked 

off down the site. Horlerh followed him. 

She wanted to know what Lord Greh had said to him, but Mike would not tell her. She 

began by saying, ‘Did you have a pleasant walk?’ and Mike said, ‘Oh, yes, very pleasant.’ 

Then she asked, ‘Where did you go?’ and he answered, ‘Just up to the look-out point.’ Then 

she said, ‘You were gone a long time,’ and he said, ‘Were we? I didn’t notice. But time goes 

quickly when you’re enjoying yourself.’ 

So she tried again. ‘I didn’t think you were speaking to Lord Greh.’ 

‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ he responded. 

‘Quite a few things!’ she exclaimed, but he only answered: ‘Just words of honour between 

gentlemen. It’s all cleared up now.’ 

‘And what was the conclusion?’ she asked, but he just smiled genially: ‘Oh, I wouldn’t 

worry about the details. Aimee has promised not to marry anyone, and we left it at that.’ 

Horlerh was annoyed. She had done her best to help Mike over Aimee, and now she saw 

that Lord Greh had taken over Mike’s affection and cut her out. As a Trer Rhuaan, born to 

persecution and poverty, regarding herself as a descendant of a long line of persecuted people 

carrying on the old traditions despite everything, she resented Lord Greh, who had come 

flying in from outside and achieved more in a few months than her people had in centuries. 

She thought: ‘He has never known want or persecution. He has never known the troubles we 

have been through. How dare he set himself up over us?’ – little knowing the true awfulness 

of conditions of Earth. She resented his beauty, his power, and the fact he seemed to have no 

respect for her and seemed to expect her and hers to fall in with his plans without questions. 

She almost wished she had not chosen him to father her child, but there was no one else so 

suitable. She went back to the Flame, fuming to herself. 

Was she jealous, she wondered, of his affection for ‘her’ humans? No, it was more that she 

was jealous of his power over them. As acolyte of Rehn, guardian of the Flame of Trer, she 

should have had great power and authority on Teren. She certainly had some – but Lord Greh 

had far more. She watched Mike walk back up the site, picking up a trowel and a tray as he 

went. The students were not very good at tidying up after a day’s work. Then she turned away 

and concentrated on the Flame. 

Meanwhile, in the kitchen hut, Andy was watching Greh cooking, and was forced to admit 

that the devil could cook, something which he was sure wasn’t in the Bible. Gray had opened 

several tins and was busy mixing up a vegetable casserole in a large saucepan. 

‘I’d usually have flat bread with this,’ he remarked, ‘but you can put barley or rice in it and 

have it as a sort of vegetable porridge.’ 
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‘We’ve got some quick boil rice,’ said Andy reluctantly, going to a cupboard. Gray took 

the packet Andy handed to him, opened it, and threw the contents into his mixture. 

Neither spoke as Greh cooked, except to exchange necessary information such as: 

‘Where’s the salt?’ ‘I’ll serve this in bowls, if you have enough,’ and ‘Do you have a ladle?’ 

Gray hummed to himself as he worked. 

At last Andy said, ‘Have you seen Anja recently?’ 

‘Yes,’ replied Gray, without looking up from his stirring. 

‘How is she?’ 

‘She’s fine.’ 

‘Where is she?’ 

‘On Gustu planet. She’s with General Aoan.’ Gray wondered whether to tell Andy that he 

had recently heard from Anja that she was pregnant with his child, and decided that it was 

better not. 

‘So where’re you based?’ asked Andy. 

‘I’ve been on the planet of Oh,’ said Gray, ‘where my ships are based – you remember I 

told you I’m in interstellar shipping? – but at the moment I’m on Herluin, negotiating 

shipbuilding contracts.’ He looked up at Andy and added, ‘I think this is ready. I’ll serve up. 

Can you call the starving hordes?’ He gave Andy a brilliant smile. 

Andy felt an odd jab in his chest, but ignored it and went out to call ‘Food’s up!’ 

The students swarmed up, and the two professors. Lily took a bowl of stew down to 

Horlerh at the Flame. 

‘This is excellent,’ said Aimee, swallowing a mouthful and smiling at Gray. 

‘Thank you,’ he answered modestly. 

The students wolfed down their shares without comment, but Mike agreed with Aimee. 

‘We’ll help you wash up,’ he said, when it had all been eaten. The students went off 

chattering. Andy lingered, but when Aimee offered him a tea towel, he fled. 

‘Good,’ said Mike, ‘now we can talk.’ He shut the door of the kitchen hut and began to dry 

up a bowl. Aimee was already busy with another. Gray was washing. 

‘I’ve been thinking about what you were saying earlier,’ he said to Gray. ‘And my theory 

about parasitical dependancy – now, am I correct in thinking that animosity weakens you but 

affection strengthens you?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray, ‘I can use animosity, but affection is much better. I have to adapt the 

wavelength of aggressive emotion – affection I can absorb as it is.’ 

‘There must be an enormous number of people in the Federation who admire you,’ said 

Mike. ‘Last time we were on Trer, I saw some sort of Fanzine in the newsagents.’ 

‘I’ve seen one,’ said Gray. ‘I don’t know where they get the pictures, or the information 

they put in.’ He hesitated for a moment, then added: ‘They might get it from my fans who 

come to visit my base on Oh, I suppose.’ 

‘You should be feeding information to them!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘Don’t you have a 

publicity officer?’ 

Gray grinned sheepishly. ‘No. I’ve thought about it.’ 

‘You need one,’ said Mike. 

‘You must be able to find somebody. Probably a human,’ added Aimee. 

‘And they should contact all the fanzines and offer them pictures and information. Only the 

information you want them to have, of course,’ Mike concluded. 

‘I think it’s a necessity,’ said Aimee. ‘You need good publicity. I’m amazed you haven’t 

done it already.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘All right! I’ll do it now. Have you any suggested candidates for the post of 

publicity officer?’ 

‘Oddly enough,’ said Aimee, ‘Andy comes to mind – I can’t think why.’ 
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‘He thinks of you as human,’ said Mike. ‘That could be an advantage.’ 

The door opened and a head appeared. ‘I heard my name mentioned,’ said Andy’s voice, 

suspiciously. 

‘Andy!’ exclaimed Aimee. ‘The very man. Come in and sit down on that stool and we’ll 

explain.’ 

Andy came in, apparently reluctantly, although Gray knew that he must have been 

listening at the door – and he sat down as instructed. ‘Gray needs a publicity officer,’ Aimee 

told him. 

‘To convince the Federation of what a harmless and lovable person he is,’ added Mike. 

Gray flicked some water at him. ‘I’m touched,’ he said, laughing. 

Andy looked doubtful. ‘Why me? Why should I deserve this honour?’ 

‘Because you know Gray really well,’ Aimee assured him. 

‘I thought I did,’ said Andy, ‘but I guess I don’t.’ 

‘Oh, you do,’ said Aimee, ‘you really do.’ 

‘And it would help keep you out of mischief,’ said Mike, polishing a bowl briskly dry. 

Sure, thought Andy, like away from Aimee. Aloud, he said, ‘I’ll consider it.’ 

‘Next time you go to Trer,’ said Aimee, ‘pick up a few fanzines.’ 

‘Different ones,’ added Mike. He regarded Andy as rather slow on the uptake. 

‘Yes, but how can I – I mean,’ began Andy, but Aimee interrupted him. ‘You can write to 

them and tell them you are the official publicity officer.’ 

‘Yeah, and have Security down on us in a moment,’ said Andy. 

‘No, no! All right – for reasons of security you are the official representative in sector 

nine.’ 

‘That’s better,’ said Mike. 

‘But I’ll be a marked man,’ objected Andy. ‘Isn’t this kinda dangerous?’ 

‘Life is dangerous, Andy,’ intoned Mike. 

‘Besides, you’ll enjoy it,’ Aimee assured him. ‘And I think you’ve been getting bored and 

feeling out of things. And I’m asking you to do it.’ 

Andy blushed. ‘Well, OK,’ he said, slowly. ‘When you put it like that, Aimee.’ 

‘She does,’ said Gray, laughing, but kindly. ‘And I’ll provide you with material. The 

advantage of your doing it is that you don’t suffer from the prejudices my own people suffer 

from.’ 

‘What’s that?’ demanded Andy. 

‘They hate the Federation and they don’t understand humans – they’re mostly Gustu and 

Marys. The publicity officer needs to be more objective and take a wider view and put things 

across in a way that will appeal to a broad range of people.’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Andy, thoughtfully. ‘I’ll think about it. I’ve got some ideas. I’ll work on it.’ 

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Gray merrily, and – drying his hands on Aimee’s tea towel – he 

slapped Andy on the back in a friendly manner. 

‘Hey, that’s real!’ said Andy, brightening. ‘That’s more like you.’ 

Gray laughed and went back to washing up his saucepan. 

 

That evening, spirits were considerably raised among certain members of the camp, which 

raised everyone else’s. Everyone sat in the site tin hut where the professors held briefing 

meetings and discussions, and drank various brews brewed on site or bought in the village a 

few miles away, and exchanged opinions. Andy announced the publicity venture – but he 

couched it in terms of publicising the site and the Old Ones and Graham – and the other 

students all had ideas. It transpired that one of the girls who had come at the start of term had 

a copy of a fanzine, which she was eventually persuaded to produce. Further questioning 

established that she was well aware that Gray was the Graham Bradley, but as she hardly felt 
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herself worthy to approach him she was quietly worshipping from afar. Andy promptly grilled 

her about fans and fanzines in general and floated a few of his own ideas. 

Horlerh came up to the hut and agreed to sit with them and was asked for her ideas, but said 

stiffly that she was sure that the lord of the galaxy could manage his own publicity without 

any help from her, and departed for her own sleeping shelter after one drink of fruit juice. 

‘Now, what’s bugging her?’ demanded Andy. 

‘You’ve offended her, Gray,’ said Aimee, reproachfully. 

‘No, she thinks I’ve invaded her patch,’ said Gray. 

‘You can invade us any time you like,’ said one of the girl students. All the girls shrieked 

with laughter and Andy threw an empty plastic cup at them, crying: ‘Order in the ranks, 

there!’ 

When it was time for bed, Gray went off quietly with Aimee, holding her hand, and the 

others all politely pretended they hadn’t noticed. 

‘But she’s really old,’ one of the girl students said later, as the girls went off to their 

sleeping caravan. 

‘But she’s ever so nice,’ said Lily. 

‘But I’m nice,’ the first speaker argued. 

‘Well, hang around and perhaps you’ll get your turn,’ suggested Lily. 

Mike went off to his own caravan, a little depressed but hoping that perhaps his own 

personal version of the golden god would turn up later. As it was, when he got in and turned 

on the light, he found the curtains were already closed, the bed made, and a golden-haired 

vision was lying on the bed, saying sweetly, ‘Mike? Where have you been? I thought you 

were never coming.’ 

He pulled off his clothes quickly and was going to put on his pyjamas, but she said: ‘Oh, 

Mike! I’ll keep you warm. Please hurry up. I’m dying for you.’ So he got into bed as he was, 

and she welcomed him in with kisses and embraces, and snuggled up close to him and said 

softly, ‘Dear Mike.’ 

He kissed her fondly, and she crooned with pleasure, and murmured sweet nothings at him, 

and wrapped herself about him, and very quickly he found he was making love to her, and she 

was arching her back and pressing against him with every appearance of great pleasure. This 

was rather a surprise, and he still thought she was faking it, but still – it was very nice to be 

wanted – so he carried on and did his best and she seemed very happy with him. 

In Aimee’s caravan, the other version of Gray was saying to Aimee, ‘Thank you for 

handling Andy.’ 

‘It’s a pleasure,’she said. 

‘I think he’s flattered. I think he’ll do a good job.’ 

‘I’m sure he will,’ she said. 
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5: The joy of Taratradene 

 

Greh slipped back across time and space to Herluin, where – as he had told Aimee – he had 

left Ray at a spaceship-building plant. To be precise, Ray was at the Matriarch Junias’s plant, 

discussing the latest Imperial orders for spacecraft. Greh needed freight vessels and passenger 

transports, and fighter vessels – the one-person ‘Star dancers’ which the Rhuaans used for 

interstellar transport and for war. Ray was also discussing other sorts of vessels with Junias, 

such as adapting the star dancer design into simple peacetime pleasure yachts, which could be 

sold to the wealthy funlovers of the Federal sectors, seven to nine, and gain valuable foreign 

exchange for Herluin, for the Marys of Herluin, and for the Empire. Federal merchants would 

gladly buy new freight vessels, and the companies which ran the passenger liners were ready 

to pay almost anything for new faster-than-light ships. Ray had many contacts with such 

people, as he had consulted them while he was at the forefront of developing McCrae’s new 

interstellar warships. But Greh was not anxious to lose a major technological and economic 

advantage over the Federation by selling ships – at present he was only prepared to hire out 

ships, not sell them. Ray thought that this was short-sighted. The whole Federation needed 

this new technology, and commercial forces would mean that eventually Greh would have to 

sell – or else the ships would find their way to Federal owners via the black market. But for 

the moment, he was working on improving the vessels to meet modern needs. 

Junias, like Aoan and everyone else with knowledge of the ancient ships, had begun by 

thinking purely in terms of military needs; but as Ray discussed his ideas, her commercial 

instincts kicked in and she began to see the potential markets which could be opened up. She 

had taken her family to Trer last year, and they had seen all sorts of shipping at the spaceport, 

from great lumbering freight carriers to nippy little space yachts. None had been so nippy as 

the Emron’s star dancer, which Memnon had spotted as it took off – that was the first they 

had known of General Aoan’s return and the refounding of the Empire. But they had seen 

how everyone else had reacted to it, admiring its beauty and speed; and they had experienced 

the sheer awfulness of passenger travel on the Federation’s ancient space liners. Junias 

dreamed of Herluin becoming a major ship-building centre, with her own workshop at the 

core of it. As for the Emron’s fears that others might take over the initiative in shipbuilding, 

of course that was ridiculous. Only a dragon-lord can build the powerplants, and so only the 

Emron, General Aoan and the Emperor Faroan could create ships. It was possible to rework 

old powerplants, but only to a limited degree. No, the Emron could carry on building 

powerplants, and her workshop would build them into ships and sell them all over the nine 

sectors, and they would be rich and famous, and she could assure her children’s future 

careers. Although, with her younger child Ipse installed as second-in-command of General 

Aoan’s military base on Halleh, and her older child Memnon as personal assistant to the 

Emperor, that wasn’t too much of a concern. 

When Gray walked back into the workshop, Ray and Junias were discussing how to 

streamline the workings of the ships. Ray was just saying, ‘These things are so last 

millennium,’ when Gray said: ‘Problems? I thought you had these systems sussed, darling.’ 

Ray jumped – he’d never get used to Gray just appearing like that, he thought – and said, 

‘Hi. The ships are fine – we’re just trying to make them even better.’ 

‘Ray has been telling me about the transmission systems he used on the new ships,’ said 

Junias, twirling her whiskers at Gray in a Mary smile. 

‘I remember,’ said Gray, coming up alongside them at the workbench where they were 

bent over a collection of wiring. ‘It’s very neat when it hasn’t been ruined by a maniac with a 

welding iron.’ 
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‘This is an improved design,’ said Ray. ‘I think we could use this in your ships, too. Your 

powerplants are out of this world, but your transmission is so old fashioned. It should be in a 

museum.’ 

Gray almost exploded, bit his lip, managed to smile and shook back his hair, which had 

spontaneously risen off his shoulders at the slightest criticism of the Rhuaan ships. He hadn’t 

told Ray that he was going to see Aimee, and he had been basking in her adoration, and 

Mike’s adoration, and was very pleased with himself for protecting Teren and winning Mike 

round and satisfied that Andy was his friend again, and pleased with the concept of the 

publicity officer – and suddenly he was being criticised from the least expected quarter. He 

had to take a few deep breaths to calm himself down. ‘I hadn’t thought about it,’ he said, 

carefully. ‘The Sacred People’s star dancers have always been the fastest and most efficient 

ships in space – it never occurred to me to try to improve them.’ 

‘Well, I’m sure we can,’ said Ray. ‘Look – this connection here – ’ he knelt down and 

began to adjust a wire. Junias leaned in close, and made suggestions. Gray waited patiently 

for his pets to explain what they were talking about. 

‘If we adjust this, so that it goes this way – and then we use one of the high-conductive 

connectors I got from Intech for McCrae’s ships – we can halve the power drain,’ Ray said. 

‘Will the ship’s shell stand it?’ asked Gray. 

‘Well, we might have to strengthen it,’ said Ray, ‘but Junias tells me she can improve the 

malleability of the alloy. We’ve been doing tests. Come and have a look,’ and he led the way 

down the workshop to another bench, where various pieces of spaceship shell lay about, 

having been twisted and torn and subjected to forces of varying strengths. Ray began to talk 

Gray through his experiments, and Gray listened patiently, realising that one of the drawbacks 

of being a commander is that one cannot always be at the forefront of discovery oneself, but 

must let those under one’s command do some discovering for themselves, and then listen to 

their stories and congratulate them, even though you would have really like to have done it 

yourself … 

‘Yes,’ he said, when Ray had finished. ‘So you’re saying that we need to rework the entire 

structure of the ship around the powerplant. I can tell you that I don’t have any plans for 

reworking the powerplant.’ 

‘That’s fine,’ said Ray. ‘The powerplants are working fine – I don’t see any need to update 

them at present.’ 

No, because if you wanted to I would have to ask Wiroan and his brothers and sisters to 

help me. I haven’t the faintest idea how to improve on a small, self-contained alternative 

spacetime continuum. I still don’t understand how I build one – only that I do what Aoan told 

me, and it works. And presumably Aoan does what she was taught, and so on back through 

the ages, back to when the gods discovered it … Gray shook back his hair again. It was 

showing his agitation.‘Do we have the technology here to do this?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t you 

mention Intech? I don’t have any contacts there.’ 

‘If you can get me the drawings, we can make them here,’ said Junias. 

‘I’ll hack the computer system,’ said Gray. 

‘Can’t be done,’ said Ray. ‘It’s all in-house. Top secret self-contained system. We’ll have 

to place an order.’ 

‘Darling, they’re never going to trade with me!’ exclaimed Gray. Ray looked bemused and 

a little hurt, and Gray realised that as Rose McCrae’s top scientist, the problem of obtaining 

technical equipment had never entered his mind. Everything he wanted, he could get. 

‘It’s OK, darling,’ he said quickly. ‘I’m sure I can talk them round. If you’ll give me an 

order, I’ll take it over in person. I’d like to see the place for myself.’ And maybe see if I can 

get them to work for me? 
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With Ray’s order folded up in his trouser pocket, Gray side-stepped back to Governor Nick 

van der Ruhe’s palace in Trer, partly to see Nick, but mainly to find Carl. Carl was busy 

setting up communications systems between Herluin, Creh, Bessiday and Earth, and to a 

lesser extent with Mithidry and Halleh. He was spending a lot of time with Miss Mee, and 

Gray was trying not to be jealous. He didn’t fancy Mee – she was Nick’s personal assistant, 

financial advisor and second-in-command – and she tended to treat him as Nick’s younger 

friend, particularly since she had met Aoan and Faroan and discovered that Gray was far less 

frightening than his Imperial colleagues. But Carl had got on with Mee from the first moment 

that they met. Carl has a gift for getting on with people, thought Gray; I use my personal 

electro-magnetic field to seduce them, but Carl just makes friends with them, and they do 

things for him. 

For example, when he had mentioned Memnon’s plans for planetary assemblies, Mee had 

said dismissively, ‘Nick has been consulting representative groups for years. He consults with 

a group of Herluin business leaders.’ Gray was about to explain that this was not at all the 

same thing, when Carl said: ‘But he doesn’t have any means of discussing things with the 

Mary community, does he? They won’t talk to him. An official assembly would mean that 

they had to talk to him.’ Then Mee’s face had brightened, and she said: ‘Yes, that’s a good 

idea. That could be a solution. The Marys have never accepted Nick’s authority,’ and she 

pulled out her personal pocket-computer and began to make notes. Gray gave Carl a grin of 

thanks, and Carl grinned back. 

Again, Carl suggested that setting up a medical facility for the Marys would be a way of 

‘pulling them in’ to Nick’s authority, and Mee agreed at once. Although Gray had thought of 

setting up the facility on Bessiday, where the Priestess’s acolytes had their medical centre to 

deal with Bessiday’s cancer problem, Carl talked to Mee about collecting data and getting 

some Herluin medics on to the problem: ‘After all, you have a large Mary population here. If 

Nick could win over their trust like this, it could go a long way towards healing divisions.’ 

Mee set about putting the new communication system to work by calling up medics on Cray, 

and then on Bessiday, and asking for statistics and details of Mary health problems. Then she 

set one of her junior assistants to work putting the information together, so that she could 

work out what the priorities of a Mary health service would be. Within a week, Memnon’s 

rather distant hope was looking like becoming a reality in the not-too-far-off future. And Gray 

put this largely down to Carl’s ability to make friends and persuade people to do what he 

wanted. 

Now he walked into the office where Mee and Carl were putting together a news statement 

to go out to the journals on Herluin, Cray and Bessiday, about progress on the 

communications system and hopes ‘that it will soon be possible for anyone to call anyone on 

another planet, from their own home caller!’ Such a little thing in comparison to what the old 

Empire had had, thought Gray – he knew from Aoan’s memories that inter-planetary 

communication across the nine sectors had been quick and high quality. But that had all gone 

during the Great War, and now only heads of government had access to inter-planetary 

communications systems. But if they could restore the old levels of service, it would be a real 

propaganda coup for the Empire. 

Carl looked up and said, ‘Gray! I wasn’t expecting you back so quickly.’ Gray nodded. 

Although he had been on Teren for a few days, he had slipped through time as well as space; 

so far as Carl and Mee were concerned he had left them only that morning. ‘Ray’s getting 

ideas,’ he said. ‘He wants to rebuild my spaceship design and he wants to order the latest 

design of connectors from Intech.’ He produced the order from his pocket, and passed it over. 

Carl took it and frowned at it. ‘Are you wanting us to call it through?’ he asked. ‘I’m not 

sure we can get that far, yet.’ 



 72 

‘No,’ said Gray. ‘I was hoping you could tell me where Intech is based. Ray doesn’t know 

– he just uses their equipment, he doesn’t know where they are.’ 

Mee took the order from Carl. ‘Interstellar Technologies are based on Taratradene, in 

sector nine point two.’ 

Something clicked in Gray’s mind – a memory from Aoan. ‘Ah. Tareh trad deh mahn dreh 

– the green planet of pleasant woodlands.’ 

‘Is that what it means?’ asked Carl. ‘I thought it was named after the song.’ 

‘I suppose there might be a song. So, if I take this order to them, they might sell me some 

product.’ 

‘Or,’ said Mee, ‘if you can get hold of one sample, we can counterfeit it.’ 

‘I was thinking that,’ said Gray. 

 

Gray arrived on Taratradene a few minutes later in his own time, early in the morning in 

Taratradene time. He had no idea where on the planet he would find Interstellar Techologies, 

a.k.a. Intech, so he decided to ‘land’ and look around, talk to a few people and find out where 

to go. He drifted a little in the planet’s energy field, letting his consciousness flow out and 

through the planet’s energies, assessing the strands of energy which flowed about the planet, 

‘reading’ what the life on the planet was doing and its general sense of well being – or not. It 

seemed at an initial glance that most of the life on the planet, both sentient and non-sentient, 

was pretty content. Conditions on the planet were favourable; the climate was mild, the planet 

was fertile. Gray soaked up the positive energy from the planet and felt encouraged.  

Then he felt a little – just a little, distant – thread of longing. He had felt something similar 

many times before, but he had not responded since he had gone to the young woman reading a 

fanzine and found that she was simply unable to cope with his actual presence. But this time – 

as Andy had just been delegated to investigate the fanzines – he decided to go and talk to the 

reader of the fanzine and find it what it was she (he could tell already that the person was 

female) wanted from the fanzine and from himself. So he went. 

He focussed in on her – she was in her early twenties, and she was sitting in an arbour in 

the garden of a hotel. But he could tell at once that she was not staying at the hotel. She was 

dressed as an employee – in fact, as he materialised just outside the arbour, he could hear her 

talking on her caller. She had one of the models so popular in the Federal sectors but 

unavailable outside them, which operated via radio waves rather than via wires, and so could 

be carried anywhere in a pocket rather than having to stay in one room. She was saying, ‘I’m 

on site, Mira, but there’s no point in my starting the rooms yet because the old faggots are still 

in bed. Yes, I’ll start after nine, when they’re up and about. Yes, I asked Rina and she says 

there’s nothing else she wants me to do. So I’m just lying low. No, I promise you I’m not 

smoking on the premises. Don’t get het up about it, Mira. If anything comes up I’m on call, 

otherwise I’m lying low ‘till nine. See ya,’ and Gray was suddenly aware that an energy 

stream had stopped – she had turned off her caller. Then he felt again that surge of longing – 

she was looking at the fanzine again. 

He slipped round the arbour and stood in the entrance. She looked up the moment his 

shadow fell across her, with a word of aggressive defence on her lips – and then her mind 

blanked. Gray almost panicked. Was she going to freeze on him, like the last one? He sent 

soothing energy to her mind, and smiled, and said, ‘Hi. You were thinking of me, and I 

happened to be passing, so I thought I’d drop by.’ 

There was a short pause, and he saw in her face a dozen different thoughts rush through her 

mind, but at last she managed to say, ‘Hi.’ 

‘I see you’re looking at me,’ he said, stepping into the arbour and indicating the fanzine in 

her hands. 

‘Um – yes,’ she said, looking down at it, then back at him. 
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‘May I look? I haven’t had a proper look at one of these yet.’ 

She looked amazed, but then said, ‘Yeah, sure – take a look,’ and held it out to him. 

He sat down beside her – there was a wooden bench in the arbour, and she slid over to 

make room for him – and took the magazine from her hands, and flicked through it. It was 

mostly pictures of him, some taken by professionals and some clearly by amateurs. He 

recognised some of the locations – these had been taken by tourists who had come to Oh. 

There were also a few pictures of Errehn and Memnon, and one of Anja, and one of Faroan. 

There was very little text, apart from exclamations on the lines of ‘isn’t he dishy? I just love 

those hips,’ and attempts to spell the names of his companions were more amusing than 

accurate. Gray frowned. Clearly Andy could do a great deal to liven these things up.  

He handed it back to its reader, saying, ‘Do you read these every week?’ 

‘No,’ she said, ‘only when I can get one off the clientele.’ Then she blushed and added, ‘I 

take them out of the bins in their rooms. They don’t pay us very much, working here.’ 

He nodded. Well, if the original buyers had finished with them, why not?  

‘Do a lot of people here read them?’ he asked, and she nodded. ‘I’ll pass this one on when 

I’ve done with it.’ 

‘Do you remember who first bought it?’ he asked, and she nodded again, this time grinning 

broadly. ‘Oh, yes – Mr Rich Boy. He’s been sent here by his dad to learn to behave himself. 

But he won’t. He’s still buying stuff, like this magazine.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Oh, yes – he’s mad about you. He’s got all sorts of stuff in his room. It’s a dream to clean 

– it’s on my circuit, you see.’ 

‘I see,’ said Gray. ‘Which room is he in?’ 

‘I’ll take you up later,’ she said, ‘when I’ve cleaned his room. On one condition,’ and she 

grinned at him again. He realised that she had overcome her shock at seeing him and had 

regained her confidence. 

‘Of course,’ he said, and kissed her. 

 

It was quite a lot later that she said, ‘I really should get on with the rooms now. Can you wait 

here a while? I’ll come back and find you.’ 

‘After what you told me earlier, perhaps I should go and look for some more of my fans,’ 

he said, smiling mischievously. 

‘If you’re still around this evening, I’ll introduce you,’ she said. ‘But just now, everyone’s 

busy.’ 

He flicked across her mind and saw that it was true. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ll wait.’ He picked up 

her fanzine and opened it. ‘See you later,’ he said. 

She gave him a mock scowl at this dismissal, but she was anxious to get on with her work 

before Mira – her boss – noticed, and so straightened her clothes and hurried away. 

 

It was difficult, though, not to tell anyone, and she had not got half way through her circuit 

before she had told Terrie, her work partner on that circuit, and then Bobbie, whom she met in 

the linen room, and then Terrie told Arian, and Bobbie told Wensley, and by the time she had 

finished her circuit, most of the staff knew. She insisted that she would bring him to meet 

them all later, but Terrie said, ‘I know you, Fensie Matekins, and you’re not fobbing me off 

like that,’ so a delegation of twenty of them went out into the garden to find the young sex 

god, who was catching up with his sleep, dozing in the arbour. 

Gray woke up to see forty eyes staring at him, from the entrance to the arbour and through 

the wickerwork walls. He sat up and looked around at them, at first startled, then amused. 

Fensie pushed her way in and said, ‘Sorry about this. They all wanted to meet you.’ 
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‘So I see,’ said Gray. ‘Hi, everyone.’ He swept a brilliant smile around at them; most of 

them smiled back – friendly, nervous, overwhelmed – a few were too overwhelmed to 

manage a smile, but one managed a wave of greeting. 

‘Fensie tells us you’re here to see the young Razz,’ said Terrie, ‘but we think you should 

come and talk to us first. We’re much more interesting than he is.’ 

There was a general chatter of assent to this. Gray looked around at them all. ‘I’m happy to 

come and talk,’ he said, ‘but where? You’re quite a crowd.’ 

‘Number twenty-three’s empty,’ said one of the lads in the crowd – Arian. 

‘Come up to number twenty-three,’ said Terrie, and held out her hand to him. Gray grasped 

it and got to his feet – he took Fensie’s hand in his other. ‘Come on, then,’ he said, smiling 

cheerfully at them all, and they hurried him out and towards the hotel building – a large block, 

he thought, not as hideous as the buildings in Trer city but looking as if the builder actually 

knew something about making the built environment blend into the natural landscape. He was 

weighing up the minds of those around him – the jumble of emotions which was sweeping 

over him – and was both pleased and flattered at their reaction to him, and slightly concerned 

that he might not be able to satisfy them all. After all, he didn’t have any of Nick’s weed with 

him, so he would have to do this entirely with the power of his own energy field.  

He need not have worried. They led him into the hotel and up the back stairs to number 

twenty-three, a rather nice double room with views across the garden. There was a double 

bed. Terrie and Fensie sat him on the bed and sat on each side of him; the others sat on the 

rest of the bed, the chairs, the dressing table, the desk, the floor. Someone shut the door and 

locked it. They began to ask him questions about himself – where he came from, what he was 

doing now, when he was going to marry Leel Tiallamenthoulamou and take over the 

Federation, how he could make his hair wave about like that. Some of the questions he 

answered, some he refused to answer; and when someone said: ‘How many lovers do you 

have?’ he frowned and said: ‘I’ve lost count.’ 

The girls giggled; the lads whistled. 

‘We all fancy you,’ said Bobbie. 

‘Do you fuck anyone?’ asked Terrie. ‘We know you already did Fensie.’ 

Fensie blushed scarlet. Gray looked at Terrie consideringly. He thought: they want me to 

do it, and I want to do is, so why not? And I could use the energy. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I fuck 

anyone who wants me. Who’s first?’ 

‘Terrie,’ said Fensie at once, and Gray grabbed her before she could have second thoughts. 

Terrie went down on her back on the bed – others scrambled out of the way – Gray didn’t 

spare her blushes (after all, it had been her idea – and she hadn’t hesitated to embarrass 

Fensie) but he didn’t keep her hanging around either. He finished, gave her a warm kiss, got 

up and grabbed the next person within reach, who happened to be the lad Arian. Arian he 

rolled on to his stomach and took from behind. Then he reached out for the next one. 

… and they didn’t run away, as he had half expected them to do; they pushed forward, and 

struggled to be the next one in line. He made sure that each had a turn, and then some came 

back for a second go – but at last they were all worn out, and he got up and pulled his clothes 

back on and said, ‘I hope you all enjoyed that.’ 

There was a general murmur of agreement, although some of them were clearly rather sore. 

Someone said, ‘Ask me again tomorrow.’ 

Gray laughed, and said to Fensie, ‘Now, I’d better get back to business. Can you introduce 

me to Mr Razz?’ 

‘I’ll show you his room,’ she said. ‘He may not be there at this time of day.’ She unlocked 

the door and led him out. They left behind them a room of exhausted and mostly happy young 

humans. Gray hoped that those who were regretting their initial passion would feel better 

later. 
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Fensie led him down the corridor to a similar room, and knocked on the door. She listened, 

then said: ‘He’s not here at the moment. Would you like to leave him a message in 

reception?’ 

‘May I have a quick look in the room?’ said Gray. ‘I may be able to find him myself.’ 

She raised her eyebrows at him, but unlocked the door and let him in.  

Gray walked in, and looked around. Fensie had not exaggerated. There were framed photos 

of himself scattered about the room. There were fanzines and even a softback book. There 

was a computer, and lying next to it a visual wafer box – one glance at the box revealed that it 

held Aversham’s latest catalogue, which included a sequence of Gray and Errehn making 

love. 

‘See what I mean?’ said Fensie, from behind him in the doorway. 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘Well, I think I can find him from this.’ 

‘He’ll have gone for a walk,’ said Fensie. ‘He’ll have gone out in the hills. He could be 

gone for hours. Now, you and me –’ 

‘Actually,’ said Gray, ‘it’s been great, Fensie, but bearing in mind what your boss was 

saying to you this morning, I think you’d better go and ask Rina if there’s anything else she 

wants you to do. I wouldn’t like you to lose your job over me. I’ll go and look for Mr Razz. 

And if you want to give me a shout when you’ve finished this evening, do that. You only need 

to call out in your mind like you did this morning, and I’ll come.’ 

Her face showed her disappointment, but she knew he was right. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘I’ll do 

that.’ 

He gave her a very fond kiss, and said, ‘Thank you for the fun, Fensie. And for the contact. 

Give me a shout later,’ and kissed her again, and hurried off before he could have second 

thoughts. She locked the door again, and stood looking after him down the corridor, biting her 

lip; and then she shook herself, and squared her shoulders, and went to find her manager to 

find out what else needed to be done before she ended her shift. 

Gray walked until he reached the stairwell and could not be seen, and then stepped back 

into the void. He reached out with his mind, searching for the owner of the things he had seen 

in the room, looking for that man’s energy pattern. Then he found it, and materialised near it. 

Oriel Razz was leaning on a tree in a wood on a hillside perhaps ten miles from the hotel, 

looking out across a wooded valley in the sunshine. He had a weapon with him – his excuse 

for walking was that he had come out to shoot birds. In fact, he had no intention of shooting 

anything, but his father approved of the ‘sport’ and it allowed him to get out in the fresh air 

and walk alone and think. When the person of whom he had been thinking suddenly 

materialised in front of him, he dropped the weapon and stared open-mouthed. 

Gray’s black eyes met his – Oriel blushed scarlet. Gray held out his hand to shake Oriel’s, 

but Oriel seized the hand and kissed it. 

‘Where did you come from?’ he asked, in a hoarse whisper – hoarse with shock, Gray 

judged. 

‘I was at your hotel and they told me you were out here. So I came to find you,’ said Gray. 

‘You came to find me? Why?’ 

‘They told me that you wanted to meet me.’ 

‘Yes. No. I mean – yes.’ 

Gray laughed kindly. ‘Don’t worry, Oriel. I don’t want to eat you. I just like to meet my 

worshippers. It encourages me to meet my friends – and I can give you some reward for your 

worship.’ 

Oriel blushed, stammered a little, then said: ‘How do you know my name?’ 

‘I can read your mind,’ said Gray. ‘I thought you knew that?’ 
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‘Yes – I mean, yes.’ Oriel’s mind was a whirl of confused love, worship and self-

abnegation; clearly he was incapable of saying anything sensible, so Gray kissed him. For a 

moment he feared that Oriel would freeze up, but then the young man threw his arms about 

him and hugged him close, so Gray went with the hug. 

The ground was dry, and rather hard, but Gray put up with it. He could have transferred 

Oriel into the void, but decided not to give the human any more shocks. Oriel was clearly 

already a most devoted worshipper, and seemed very willing to give him anything he wanted, 

so he gave him a little encouragement, and a little guidance, and found that the human was a 

most satisfactory pet. 

Some time later, when the human was exhausted and they were lying side by side on the 

mossy, leafy, dusty ground, Gray said: ‘You’re lovely, darling. How long have you been in 

love with me?’ 

‘Ages,’ whispered Oriel. ‘It seems like forever.’  

Gray kissed his forehead. ‘What are you doing here? At the hotel they said your dad had 

sent you here for misbehaviour.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Oriel. ‘He discovered I’ve got a file of pictures of you. There was a blazing row 

and he sent me here. To cool off, he said.’ 

Gray giggled. ‘Aren’t you glad he did?’ and kissed him again. 

There followed a few minutes of serious petting, and then Gray said, ‘So your dad doesn’t 

approve of me.’ 

‘He hates queers. And he hates bandits. And he says that if it gets about that the son of the 

managing director of Intech is in love with an enemy of the state, it’ll be the ruin of the 

company. And of course the company has to come first.’ 

‘Intech?’ Gray repeated. ‘Your dad runs Intech?’ 

‘Yes. Didn’t you know?’ 

‘No, darling. I had no idea. Now, that’s very convenient! I want to buy some class D-11 

interconnectors from you.’ 

Oriel choked. He had to sit up to cough, and Gray hit him on the back until he could stop 

choking. At last he managed to say, ‘You want to buy some parts off my dad? He’ll go 

mental!’ 

‘No, darling, off you. Can’t you sell them to me?’ 

‘We only deal with legitimate businesses. That’s what Dad says all the time.’ 

‘And I’m not a legitimate business?’ 

‘No – you’re a bandit.’ 

‘Darling,’ said Gray with wounded patience, ‘I can see you’re out of date. I’m a 

respectable shipping line nowadays. And I represent the Matriarch Junias of Herluin, who 

wishes to update her stock lines. It’s in your interests to trade with me.’ 

‘Not mine,’ said Oriel hotly. ‘I keep telling Dad I’m not going to take over the family 

business, and I’m not going to marry that girl, and I want to be an artist.’ 

Gray pondered this. Oriel seemed to him to be following the classic pattern of the son of 

the rich businessman who feels completely alienated from his father and the business and 

rejects all of it. However, he felt that it would be in his own interests for Oriel to be part of his 

father’s business. He would just have to use some careful persuasion. 

‘Don’t talk, darling,’ he said, ‘just kiss me.’ And Oriel did, and Gray let him get on with it 

and enjoyed himself. 

They went back to the hotel very late that evening, and shared a shower, and Oriel’s bed. 

After Oriel fell asleep, exhausted, Gray went off to find Fensie and had a few happy hours 

with her, and he then went to see some other friends, but came back to Oriel in good time for 

that young man to wake up and be delighted to find that the love of his life was still with him. 
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They spent some time making love in the bed, and on the floor, and in the shower, and then 

on the bed – and then Oriel’s personal caller rang out. 

Oriel detached himself from Gray sufficiently to grab the handset from where it laid on the 

bedside table and to speak into it. ‘Oriel Razz.’ 

The voice at the other end was unfamiliar to Gray, but reading Oriel’s mind, he realised 

that it was Oriel’s father. He was summoning Oriel back home for business reasons. Gray 

listened carefully, and thought hard. Oriel said nothing except: ‘Yes, Dad. No, Dad. OK. OK. 

OK. ’Bye,’ and laid down the handset. 

Gray looked at him with a question in his eyes. 

‘My dad,’ said Oriel regretfully. ‘He wants me to come back at once. He’s sending the 

company city hopper for me.’ Seeing Gray’s eyebrows rise, he explained: ‘It’s a small aircraft 

we use for on-planet travel.’ 

‘So what’s the urgency?’ asked Gray. 

‘He’s fixed up my wedding,’ said Oriel. ‘I told him I won’t marry her,’ he added, biting his 

lip and looking away. 

Gray at once got up and hugged him. ‘Don’t worry, darling,’ he said. ‘Where do you live? 

I’ll be waiting for you when you get there.’ 

‘How?’ asked Oriel. ‘It’s all top security.’ 

‘I can step through space. Tell me where you live, and picture it in your mind. Then I can 

find my way there.’  

Oriel turned and looked into his eyes, and Gray stared into his mind – deep, deep, deep …. 

He felt the young man sigh and relax at the touch of his mind. He collected the information 

that he wanted, and then gently let him go. 

‘You’d better go and get some breakfast, darling,’ he said. ‘Shall I pack for you, while 

you’re gone?’ 

‘Please,’ said Oriel. He picked up his clothes, then said, ‘I think I need another shower,’ 

and headed for the shower room. Gray went with him. 

Ten minutes later, they were both clean and dressed, and Oriel went down for breakfast, 

leaving his lover to pack his things. Gray packed up Oriel’s clothes, pictures and magazines 

into his two cases, and then sat down to play with his computer. He had a look at Oriel’s 

visual wafers and found that Oriel had adapted them, adjusting the pictures so that he himself 

appeared in one sequence as the object of Gray’s love, rather than Errehn. Gray was 

impressed – it was a neat piece of work. He had a look through Oriel’s other material – he had 

got hold of some visuals which had been taken on Oh when he had been shot up by the 

Federation ships and was recovering in bed, and he also had some recordings taken by 

Federation security cameras of him and his pirates capturing Abbaba and Oh. Altogether, it 

was a good survey of Gray’s career to date.  

At last, he became aware that Oriel had finished his breakfast and was coming back to his 

room, and that the ‘city hopper’ was arriving on the hotel’s flight strip at the bottom of the 

garden. He packed up Oriel’s computer and visual wafers, and when Oriel arrived back in his 

room, everything was ready for his departure. 

Gray saw him off with his bags, and then stepped into space, going via a few other people 

whom he needed to see, and finally arriving in Oriel’s bedroom – a palatial room overlooking 

gardens and fountains in the west wing of a villa set in parkland. Five minutes walk from the 

villa was a large industrial sprawl – which, Gray could see, was the headquarters of Intech. 

Somewhere in the middle of that were the connectors which Ray had set his heart on and 

which Junias wanted; and he was sorely tempted to go straight over there to ‘reception’ and 

ask whether he could order some on the spot. But he decided to develop his relationship with 

Oriel a little further first. 
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He kicked off his ankle boots, pulled off his clothes, and lay back on Oriel’s huge double 

bed. He had just got comfortable when the door opened and Oriel walked in, carrying his 

bags, in an agitated state. The young man pushed the door shut behind him – and saw Gray on 

the bed. 

His face showed disbelief, then relief, then joy. He put down his bags, turned and bolted 

the door, and ran to his lover. Gray welcomed him with open arms and legs, and rolled him on 

the bed. 

About ten minutes later, Gray said: ‘How was the flight?’ 

‘OK,’ said Oriel. ‘My dad’s been lecturing me.’ 

‘About your filial duties?’ 

‘Yes. He says I have to stop wasting time and get down to the job. He wants me downstairs 

in half an hour to meet people. I suppose I’d better get changed.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray, rolling off him. ‘Who are these “people”, darling?’ 

Oriel snorted. ‘The directors. And the girl he wants me to marry. She’s the daughter of the 

finance director.’ He sighed. ‘Dad keeps saying that she’s very pretty, but I don’t think so. 

She’s not my type.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Darling, if your mind’s eye is any guide to her – if you don’t want her, I’ll 

have her myself. Perhaps she’ll let me order some interconnectors!’ 

Oriel pulled a face. ‘I’ve told you – the company only trades with recognised companies.’ 

‘And I’ve told you, I’m a recognised company. Don’t worry, darling. You’d better get 

changed and go and meet these people. I’ll go for a walk in the garden, or something.’ 

Oriel sighed, and said, ‘OK,’ and rolled off the bed and went off to shower for the third 

time that morning. This time Gray did not join him, but lay on the bed and waited for Oriel to 

come back, and then watched him dress. At last he saw Oriel off, with words of love and 

encouragement, and transferred himself out to the garden to explore. 

He had clothed himself in deep blue – a long overshirt with a wide boat neckline and a belt 

round the hips, over a pair of Aversham’s-style tight hipster trousers, and ankle boots with a 

low heel. He strolled around the garden like a fashionable, wealthy young playboy, going 

from lawn to lawn, shrubbery to shrubbery, plantation to maze, down to a lake. 

He paused at the lake to watch the water birds – there were ducks, probably imported by 

Oriel’s father. As he watched, Gray became aware of another presence nearby, watching him. 

Of course, he thought, tossing back his hair. He let his mind reach out; it was the person he 

had expected, and the name was the same as Oriel’s mind had given it. He turned and smiled 

at the figure who stood barely fifty feet away, looking at him with stunned recognition. 

‘Laralie,’ he said quietly. ‘I was waiting for you.’ 

‘Me?’ she said, bewildered, walking towards him unbidden – or, rather, he had summoned 

her but without words. 

‘You,’ he said, and held out his hands to her. She walked up to him and took them and he 

kissed her lips – it was becoming a habit. 

But she was made of sterner stuff than Fensie or Oriel. ‘What are you doing here?’ she 

demanded, drawing away. 

‘Waiting for you.’ 

‘How did you know I was coming?’ 

‘Oriel Razz told me.’ 

‘Oriel? I’m supposed to be engaged to him,’ she said, doubtfully. 

‘Aren’t you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Do you like him?’ 

‘Not really. He’s not very bright,’ she said, with a sigh. 

‘Oh, he’s very bright – but not very sociable.’ 
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‘OK,’ she amended, ‘not very sociable. I don’t want to marry him and he doesn’t want to 

marry me, but our dads think it’s a good idea.’ 

‘So do I – for the moment.’ 

‘For the moment! Marriage is for much longer than that!’ 

‘Not the marriage – the idea.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because I want to order some parts from Intech,’ he said, ‘but your dads see me as a 

dangerous criminal. If you and Oriel together can arrange for me to be accepted as a 

customer, then I can get the product I need.’ 

‘Arrange!’ she snorted. ‘I can bypass the system and log you in as an accepted customer. 

Fake credit references and the whole works.’ 

He all but danced around her. ‘Laralie! You’re my saviour.’ 

She frowned at him. ‘But why should I? We’ve only just met.’ 

‘But you’ve known me a long time,’ he teased. 

She blushed. ‘How do you know?’ 

‘You recognised me at once. And in any case I can read your mind. You know that!’ 

She blushed scarlet then, and every thought she had wanted to hide came to the surface of 

her mind – where he read them off as easily as could be. 

‘Oh, perfect one! Laralie, you must help me. The answer to all my needs! Most lovely 

Laralie, you must help me.’ 

She frowned at him again. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls,’ she said. 

‘I promise you I don’t,’ he retorted. ‘People come and beg me for love – I don’t usually 

beg them. Please help me, Laralie. I need those parts – they’re for my new freight vessels and 

passenger liners.’ 

‘Not for warships?’ 

‘Haven’t you heard that the war is over? We’ve got a truce.’ 

‘I hadn’t seen that on the visual.’ 

‘Your government is keeping it quiet. But it’s true – that’s how I can spare the time to 

come here.’ 

She couldn’t deny that he could hardly have been here, chatting her up, if he was still 

fighting a desperate campaign. She frowned at him again, but said: ‘All right.’ 

‘Thank you,’ he said with conviction, and kissed her lips warmly. She felt her face burn 

hot with embarrassment. 

He began to lead her along the lake side. ‘I assume you’re here to meet Oriel,’ he said. 

‘Yes. I’ve come over with my dad. He’s talking to Mr Razz. I came out for a walk. I don’t 

need to go in until lunchtime.’ 

‘Will you come for a walk with me?’ he asked. ‘I’ve never been here before. You can 

show me round.’ 

‘All right,’ she agreed, and he squeezed her hand and grinned at her cheerfully. 

She wondered how he had come to be here, why he had been expecting her, and what his 

connection was with Oriel Razz. How could that gormless young man know the great Graham 

Bradley? As they walked along, she dared to ask him, and he laughed and said, ‘I was on-

planet looking for a way into Intech and I happened to meet someone who directed me to 

Oriel Razz.’ 

‘Why were you expecting me?’ she asked. 

‘Oriel mentioned you,’ he said. 

‘Mentioned me? He can’t stand me.’ 

‘He explained that his father wants him to marry you, and then he’ll give him 

responsibility in Intech,’ Gray explained. ‘And I would like Intech to be run by people who 

love me, so I encouraged him to go along with his father’s plans.’ 
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‘I’ll never marry him!’ declared Laralie. 

‘You don’t have to,’ answered Gray. ‘I just want you to agree to marry him. That will keep 

your fathers happy.’ 

‘Are you suggesting we lie to our fathers?’ she asked, shocked. 

He nodded carelessly. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because I ask you.’ 

‘Because you ask us to!’ 

‘Yes. Because I am lord of time and space, and one day I shall rule the galaxy. I am not 

actually asking you – I am commanding you.’ 

She looked severely at him, and felt the gaze of his great black eyes on her. She had a 

sudden sensation of falling very fast into a pit full of something horrible, slithy and writhing. 

She uttered a yelp, and tried to pull away; he released her gaze, and she was left shaken and 

swaying on her feet. 

He held both her arms below the elbow. ‘Laralie,’ he said, ‘please go along with your 

father’s wishes for the time being. You won’t have to marry Oriel if you don’t want to.’ 

‘I don’t,’ she said firmly. 

‘Then you won’t marry him. But just keep your father happy, and set up that customer 

account for me.’ 

She hesitated. She was aware that the security systems around the customer accounts was 

very tight for good reason. How did she know that Graham Bradley would be a reliable 

payer? How did she know that he wouldn’t use his toehold in Intech to damage the company 

in some way? She knew that he worked with pirates and with Mary shipbuilders on Herluin – 

competitors to Intech. Was she, effectively, selling industrial secrets? Was she a traitor to the 

company? 

But then she felt his eyes on her again, and she felt the warmth of his mind washing over 

her, and suddenly all her fear and anxiety fell away, and she relaxed. He let go of her arms, 

and said, ‘Let’s find the maze. Do you know your way to the middle?’ and took her right hand 

in his left, and led her along the lakeside, back the way they had come. 

‘We just keep turning left,’ she said. 

They walked into the maze; the ‘walls’ were dense evergreen hedges of a shrub Gray did 

not know. He grasped her hand warmly and she felt happy and secure with him. She said, ‘So 

what would you have done if I’d refused to help you?’ 

‘I’d have persuaded you,’ he said, smiling at her with mischief in his eyes, ‘but when you 

recognised me at once, I knew I wouldn’t have to.’ 

‘I would think everyone would recognise you.’ 

‘Some more than others.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Those who worship me have my image engraved on their memories.’ 

She blushed scarlet. ‘It’s just a silly thing. A schoolgirl thing.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. It’s entirely natural and right. I told you, I’m lord of time and space. You 

should worship me. And it’s my duty to look after you and do all I can to make you happy.’ 

For some reason, she found she was blushing more than ever. She looked away – he kissed 

her hair, and when she looked back at him in surprise, he kissed her lips. 

‘Please–’ she said, when he paused for breath. 

‘Yes, darling?’ 

‘I have my dignity. Don’t take advantage of me.’ 

Of course, that was what he had been intending to do, but when she appealed to his finer 

feelings he took pity on her. ‘Yet you want me,’ he murmured in her ear. 
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‘But I know you won’t stay with me – I don’t want – I know I can’t keep you, it’s only a 

dream,’ she said, helplessly. 

Gray felt a feeling of frustration rise within him. He had heard this before from Aimee, and 

he was tired of it. ‘I have many lovers,’ he said, ‘but you only need to call my name, and I’ll 

come to you. I long for your affection, darling, and I know you’ve been longing for me, so 

stop arguing.’ Then he kissed her again, and she felt his arms go round her like the great tail 

of the black slimy creature at the bottom of the pit of his eyes. She shuddered, but  he held her 

close and let time and space slip away and all his energies run through her. He liked her very 

much, he loved her courage and her sharp mind, and he saw all her loneliness, and wanted her 

to be less lonely – and he wanted her love, for it would make him stronger … 

Laralie felt as if she herself melted away and hung in eternity, while the golden god, 

Graham Bradley, flowed all around and through her. He said, ‘Laralie, let me reward you for 

your love.’ She said, ‘I’m yours already – you know that.’ Then she felt enormous joy roll 

through her, and amazing peace and contentment, and she felt that she was flying through 

heaven – and then he gently released her, and they were standing in the centre of the Razz 

maze on a spring morning. There was a little circular summerhouse built of stone, with a 

domed roof and pillars all around, a stone bench in the middle and a flowering, climbing plant 

growing up the pillars. There was also a little pool with a fountain and goldfish, and flower 

beds full of small flowering plants. 

Gray led her into the summerhouse, and they sat on the bench side by side, and hugged and 

kissed and spoke sweet nothings to each other. He’s so beautiful, thought Laralie, golden and 

brilliant; he’s like a god. But I don’t know if I can trust him. Can I trust him? Is he trying to 

infiltrate Dad’s company? Am I about to betray Dad’s trust? Can I do this? Do I have any 

choice? The moment he looks into my eyes, I have to do what he wants. I can’t say no … I’m 

caught in a net like a fish. I can’t escape … 

It struck her that he had probably done the same to Oriel. Poor, gormless Oriel! How can 

he cope? 

Gray’s hands caressed her shouldes and back, his lips caressed her face; he ran his hands 

over her dress (a pale grey sheathe, as boring a dress as she could find – she had had no wish 

to interest Oriel) as if it were the most sensuous silk. He held her as closely and kissed her as 

passionately as if they were lovers of long standing. 

‘But we are,’ he murmured. ‘You have loved me for a long time.’ 

‘But you never saw me until today,’ she protested. He was reading her mind! 

‘You have loved me so long that I feel I have known you all that time,’ he replied, and 

kissed her again, hungry, greedy, sucking in her affection and energy … 

And then she felt a jolt, and he let go of her and said: ‘Oriel is anxious. I think you’re 

wanted up at the house.’ 

‘Oriel?’ 

‘He’s thinking anxiously. You felt it because I did. I’ll take you to the house.’ 

‘Why’s he anxious about me? He can’t stand me!’ 

‘He’s anxious about what his father will say if you’ve vanished. And he’s also anxious 

because I told him to be pleasant to you, and he can’t if you’re not there.’ 

She had to smile at that. It sounded like the gormless Oriel. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘I’ll go.’ She 

got to her feet and brushed herself down, and he stood beside her and took her hands in his – 

then she felt the world spin around her, and they were standing on the lawn near the house. 

‘I’ll see you later,’ he said, kissing her cheek, and then released her. She walked away quickly 

before she could change her mind, turning once to wave, and then hurrying towards the house. 

He wandered back into the garden, wondering how long they would be. He walked down 

to the lack and trailed his fingers in the water. The goldfish came swimming up to nibble his 

fingers, which made him laugh. After a while he got up and wandered on – round the lake, 
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through the shrubberies. He came into sight of the factory, beyond a thick strip of shrubbery 

and a wire fence. 

Why not? He would go and have a look round. Oriel and Laralie would be a few hours, and 

he could get an impression of the place. He walked towards the fence, pushing through the 

shrubbery. As he reached the fence, he realised that it was very high and had razor wire across 

the top, so he simply tranferred himself to the other side. Then he walked on, expecting to be 

challenged by one of the employees, but no one challenged him; he looked around for signs to 

direct him to reception, but did not see any – clearly he had come in on the wrong side of the 

plant, where no strangers were expected to be. 

He wondered where everyone was, and why it was so quiet, then remembered to wonder 

what day of the week it was. Fenzie had not said anything when he met her yesterday, but of 

course hotel staff have to work every day of the week. He supposed that it might be Sunday, 

or ‘first day’, as some call it, or ‘rest day’ as others call it, or ‘family day’ or whatever – in 

any case, it could very well be the day of the week when no one was at work. That would 

explain how Oriel’s dad could have his fellow directors round to his house for a meeting – 

during the working week they would be at the factory, but on Sunday they could relax and 

socialise. There would be only a few people at the factory – maintenance staff and security, 

and those working on processes which had to run continuously and could not be turned on and 

off. So he could look round without having to worry about being seen, provided he kept his 

senses alert. He let his mind stretch out – no, he could not sense any intelligent life in the area. 

Very well, then – let’s go in. 

He headed towards a building, and reached a door. It was locked; he let his mind stretch 

out. There was an alarm system, so he simply nullified it. Then he transferred himself to the 

other side of the door, and began to explore. 

He was in an entrance lobby, with a corridor through a clear door ahead of him, and on 

either side of it rooms with clear walls, each room containing rows of desks with computer 

terminals on them. Everything was arranged for humans, rather than Gustu and Marys as on 

Trer. Gray walked into the corridor, and then into the room on the right, and turned on a 

computer terminal. Standing over the desk, he tapped in his personal password and watched 

the screen erupt in colours. Then he began to interrogate the system. 

Intech had a large customer database, which was resistant to accepting new entries without 

authorisation by three separate accredited persons. Gray tried to work around this, but found it 

very hard to bypass. Eventually he had to use his password again; the database accepted him 

with a very bad grace. This was a good system, he thought. Whoever had written it had a 

smattering of an idea how the operating system works, and had managed to cover up a lot of 

loopholes. At last, however, he had an account for Junias Workshop of Herluin, with a credit 

authorisation. He then set about trying to generate an order for interconnectors. 

Here was another problem. The part numbers known to the end user were not the part 

numbers used in the factory – another security device, he supposed. He had to flick through a 

great many files to discover that what he wanted was a bulk order of RD100KA406 x 100mm. 

He then had to use his password to bypass the authorisation requirements so that the sales 

system would accept his order. An acceptance would be generated and sent by post – Gray 

wondered whether it would reach Junias before the product did. 

He relaxed a little now, and began to get out of the system. Time to be moving on – he 

logged out, and was about to straighten up when he felt a cold ring of metal against his left ear 

and a voice said, ‘Well, well, who have we here?’ 

That moment of gloating saved Gray – he could not be killed, but being blasted to atoms at 

that moment would have been very inconvenient. The moment he felt the nose of the blaster, 

however, his defences were up and he was all but invulnerable. He cursed himself for not 

keeping a proper look out, but thought that at least he could talk his way out of this, or 
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disappear at a convenient moment – or stay and find out who had found him. A conscientious 

security person could be very useful to him. 

‘An intruder,’ his discoverer continued, as if answering his own question. ‘What are you 

doing here on a Sunday morning? Don’t you have a home to go to?’ 

Gray did not answer. His mind flowed out and into his discoverer’s mind. A young man – 

not thirty – security guard – quite bright – given to illusions of power. All right, thought Gray. 

New toy. New pet. Good. 

‘I know who you are,’ said the other gloatingly. ‘It’s your hair, goldilocks – you’re 

unmistakeable. What’s the famous Graham Bradley doing in Interstellar Technologies?’ 

Gray thought of various replies, but elected to remain silent. 

‘All right,’ said the other, moving his blaster to the back of Gray’s neck, ‘if that’s your 

attitude,’ and Gray felt the blaster stab into his spine. ‘Hands behind your back,’ snapped the 

other. Gray obliged, and felt a band twisted round his wrists. He was handcuffed – but what of 

it, when he could dematerialise at any moment? 

‘Move,’ commanded the other, and Gray obligingly began to walk where the blaster 

directed him. 

As he walked, he examined his captor’s brain. His name was Renual Maisor. He was now 

extremely pleased with himself and was congratulating himself for picking up a famous 

terrorist with a huge bounty on his head. He was also thinking about how he would torture 

Gray before killing him and handing his body over to the planetary authorities. 

Gray smiled to himself. Let Renual enjoy his little fantasies, he thought. 

They were walking down a long corridor. There was a door at the end; they went out of the 

door, and crossed some grass, and then a road through the site, and then more grass, and in 

through another door, turn left, down some stairs. Gray gritted his teeth and kept walking – 

Rhuaans hate stairs. At last they came to the bottom, turned left down another corridor. There 

was a door on the left; Renual leant around Gray and pulled it open, shoved Gray in, and 

locked the door behind his prisoner. Gray heard his footsteps departing down the corridor. 

He hadn’t bothered to turn the light on, but Rhuaans can see in the dark. Gray looked 

around him. It was a cell. There was no chair, no furniture at all, in fact. Nothing to drink, not 

even a bucket to relieve himself into – nothing. 

He sat down crosslegged on the floor and let his hair rise. First he let his mind wander out 

to find Oriel and Laralie. They were still in a meeting with the board of directors – good. 

Then he let his mind follow Renual and began to wind around him. Renual found himself 

thinking of his prisoner – thinking of him and wanting to go back and find him, until he had to 

return … 

It took about half an hour. The door crashed open, the light flashed on. Renual stood there 

with a blaster in his hand. ‘Get up,’ he snapped. 

Gray rose, lithe and agile despite his trapped wrists. Of course he could have released 

himself – but he was enjoying this game. He was allowing the human to have his enjoyment, 

and then he would have his own fun. He looked expectantly at Renual and nudged him to do 

something. 

Renual stepped up to him and held the blaster to his ear. ‘Feel this?’ he hissed. ‘I’m going 

to burn your ear off. Very slowly. Feel this?’ Gray felt the muzzle of the blaster growing 

warm. ‘It’s going to get hotter, lad – much hotter.’ 

Is this man a fool? thought Gray. In a moment I could knee him in the groin and he’d be 

reeling on the floor. Instead, he looked back at Renual. Renual found that he was looking into 

Bradley’s eyes – they were black eyes, large and fathomless. Very black, like nothingness – 

like pits into nothing – like pits into death, drawing him down … 

Renaul toppled forward. Gray dissolved the band on his wrists and caught him. Renual 

dropped the blaster. Gray gave it a glance and it vanished with a flash. Renual hung limply in 
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Gray’s arms, his eyes still held in Gray’s gaze. Gray let his mind run around Renual’s mind. 

Yes, a lovely toy; a new body to play with. He let his lips rest on Renual’s mouth. Then he 

drew away and said, ‘We’ll go somewhere more pleasant,’ and released his prisoner. 

Renual almost fell, but managed to regain his feet. He looked up at Gray, terror and 

wonder in his face. Then he turned, and began to walk away down the corridor. Gray 

followed. Renual led him up another staircase (Gray sighed in exasperation – why couldn’t 

Intech have lifts, like a civilised company?) Then they walked along more corridors, out of a 

door and across another open space, into another building, down more corridors and up stairs 

again, across a bridge over a wide road – a major highway, thought Gray, looking down 

through the glass-sided walls. On the other side of the road they entered another building, 

walked along more corridors, down a staircase, across a vast hall, and then, at last, they 

entered a lift and went up three floors. They stepped out of the lift, crossed a landing, went 

down another corridor and to a door. Renual tapped a number into the pad on the door jamb. 

The door opened. Inside was a small lounge – it was Renual’s flat. 

‘Come in,’ said Renual quietly. 

Gray entered. Renual followed him and pushed the door shut. 

Gray looked around. There was an open door in the corner. He went and looked around it; 

there was a small bedroom on the other side. 

‘Come here,’ he said to Renual, who followed him into the bedroom. Gray lay down on the 

bed and told Renaul to caress his body. Renual, still the prisoner of those terrible black eyes, 

did so. He had to undress Gray to do so, and as he did so, he discovered that the creature he 

had thought was male was actually female.  

It – she – was lying on the bed, looking up at him. It was slender and lithe and utterly 

lovely. It had the most amazing blonde hair, and big black eyes, and red lips, ripe for kissing. 

It opened its arms and its legs and it breathed: ‘Renual, come and make love to me.’ So he 

did. 

And Gray, or rather Hyunnah, lay back and luxuriated in every moment of it. 

Renual was a muscular young man, much fitter than Oriel or even his own pirates. He was 

something of a ‘physical fitness’ fanatic, a sports freak; he liked strenuous team games like 

volleyball and basketball and his muscles were as rigid as iron. His skin gleamed – Renual 

believed in good quality body oil, and he liked to have a massage when he had had a workout 

in the gym. Gray ran her fingers across Renual’s shining back and felt the supple skin and the 

iron muscle beneath. O beautiful human! How much pleasure you can give me! 

She sighed and quivered and writhed against Renual’s body, and his strong hands moulded 

and kneaded her shoulders and breasts and thighs in a most delightful way. She opened her 

mouth and wondered whether she could swallow Renual’s tongue. She arched her back and 

pressed herself upon him. Her arms about his waist held him tightly to her – she wound her 

legs about him – they writhed and strained together, sighed and rolled and climaxed and lay in 

each other’s embrace, caressing each other gently, exploring the other’s body. 

Renual’s mind began to clear. The criminal he had arrested and planned to torture and kill 

had metamorphosed into a terrible demon with black eyes who took him prisoner and 

controlled his mind, but now had melted into a beautiful woman, fragile and graceful and 

amazingly responsive and loving. He found himself besotted with her. He felt caring and 

protective towards her. As he caressed her breasts and genitals she sighed and strained 

towards him, showing more pleasure than any of his former girlfriends had ever done. He had 

thought it was Graham Bradley – but clearly it was nothing of the kind. It was a lovely, 

passionate, sensual, erotic woman who wound his heart around her little finger. She 

whispered, ‘Oh, Renual – darling’ as he kissed her genitals and stomach, and pressed herself 

into his strong embrace, and buried her head in his shoulder, shy and romantic. 
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He murmured sweet nothings to her, calling her ‘Darling’ and ‘sweetheart’, and she 

murmured ‘Call me Gray, darling’ – and it seemed to him that ‘Gray’ was a good name, 

ethereal, insubstantial, fleeting – as fragile and other-worldly as she seemed to be. ‘My 

darling Gray,’ he murmured. ‘My sweet Gray.’ He licked her groin and thighs. His hands 

cressed those smooth, firm, hairless calves and Gray squirmed and writhed against him in 

pleasure. 

‘Oh, Renual! You’re so passionate!’ she breathed, and buried her head in his groin. 

Renual continued his caresses. He had always been a hit with the girls and this one yielded 

to his masculine embraces just as they had, only more so. 

 

Gray was in love. She lay on her back while Renual kissed her face. Her legs were apart. In a 

moment, Renual would be fucking her again, and she could hardly wait. The human’s strong 

hands caressed her body and held her tightly; his hot lips moulded hers; his tongue sought 

hers. Gray raised her legs and held them over Renual’s back, opening her buttocks to him; and 

Renual pushed in. 

On a cloud of sensual bliss, Gray let go of herself and let Renual’s passion carry her away 

to paradise. O, you beautiful creature! To think we tried to kill each other! 

Renual was completely carried away by Gray’s passion. He had never met anyone so 

sensual, so erotic, who poured such energy into love making. He worked himself up to 

orgasm and they climaxed with gasps and groans and sighs, followed by frantic kissing and 

sweet nothings: ‘Gray, my sweet, my darling,’ ‘Renual, you’re wonderful,’ ‘So are you, 

darling,’ ‘You’re amazing,’ ‘You’re perfection, Gray, passion personified and beauty 

perfected.’ 

He was pleased with this poetic little speech, and so was Gray; she laughed and held 

Renual close and kissed his mouth passionately. 

They stayed on Renual’s bed. Renual forgot to clock out at the end of his shift, but Gray 

felt the security system down below in the factory getting agitated, and stretched out her mind 

and corrected it, all without unwinding herself from her lover. 

At last they had to stop out of sheer exhaustion. They slept a little in each other’s arms, 

then woke and kissed and made love again, and then Renual asked Gray if she was hungry, 

and Gray agreed that she was. Renual got up and put on his thigh-length dressing gown 

(wrap-round kimono type), and went out to the kitchen to cook something up. ‘No meat, 

darling,’ was Gray’s only stipulation. 

Gray lay on the bed a little longer, drifting in a sensual cloud. How magnificent Renual 

was, how strong, how physically perfect! She felt herself quiver with desire at simply the 

thought of him. She got up at last, threw on her overshirt and ran to the kitchen, where Renual 

was frying something up, pausing in the doorway to watch him, licking her lips at the sight of 

Renual’s bronzed limbs and smooth, easy movements. 

Renual glanced round at her and smiled. ‘You’ll like this,’ he said. 

‘I’m sure I will,’ answered Gray, smiling lasciviously. 

It was a mixture of vegetables, green and root, and lemon juice, chilli, and cheese. It was 

surprisingly appetising. They ate at the table – Renual was particular about civilised niceties.  

Renual served up fruit to follow, and a fruity drink – he said it wasn’t alcholic: ‘Alcohol 

screws up the body.’ Gray loved him more by the moment. 

They finished eating – Gray helped her lover wash up. When they had done, she said 

pleadingly, ‘Come back to bed, darling,’ and Renual took her in his arms and kissed her 

passionately. 

They went back to bed. 
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Some hours later Renual got up, shaved, dressed, and staggered out for a quick tour of the 

factory. He hurried back to his lover, who was waiting for him with sweet music and her 

whole body on offer. 

They made love in every position they could conceive of. They caressed and kneaded each 

other’s bodies, they kissed and all but gnawed at each other’s mouths. They spoke words of 

love, calling each other ‘Sweet’ and ‘darling’. They fell asleep in each other’s arms, utterly 

content. 

When Renual woke up, he lay for some minutes looking down at his beautiful lover. He 

adored her with every cell in his body, and she clearly worshipped him. If he asked her to 

marry him, would she accept him?  

Then she stirred, and woke, and looked up into his eyes, and breathed his name. ‘Oh, 

Renual – you are magnificent, my darling. You’re physical perfection.’ 

And what a woman she was herself, he thought. She made love like a sex machine. She 

empowered him, she filled him with energy. She was fantastic. He told her so, and she 

laughed and said, ‘Thank you, darling. You’re fantastic yourself’, and drew him back into her 

embrace again … 

At last Renual gave up fighting his doubts and said, ‘Darling, marry me,’ and she looked 

into his eyes and said, ‘Oh, darling, you’re breaking my heart! I wish I could.’ 

‘Why can’t you?’ he demanded. 

She looked into his mind and saw that he had no memory at all of her true identity. That 

was good – that was what she had wanted. But how could she explain? 

‘I have my work,’ she said, ‘I have to go back to my subordinates. They’ll be wondering 

where I am. I was here on a mission – that’s why you found me in the works. But now I have 

to get back to base.’ 

‘Don’t go,’ he said roughly. ‘Stay with me. Gray, you’re my life; I can’t live without you.’ 

‘Darling!’ she exclaimed, and kissed him; and they remained in embrace for several 

minutes. 

‘Will you marry me?’ he asked again, and she sighed deeply. 

‘You must,’ he said, holding her close, ‘I insist, Gray. I want you. You must marry me.’ 

Gray thought despairingly: if only I could – settle down, be a normal person. But then I 

would not be the creature I am, the lord of the galaxy, Wiroan’s chosen one, the creature who 

seduced Renual and made him love me. 

‘Renual, darling,’ she said, kissing him, ‘I wish I could, but I can’t. I can’t ever stay with 

anyone forever, but I’ll come back if you call me.’ 

‘You must stay,’ repeated Renual. ‘I need you. And you need me, darling.’ 

Gray looked up at him – she was on her back, with Renual lying between her thighs. She 

thought again how ravishing Renual’s masculinity was. 

‘I will stay longer,’ she said softly. 

‘Marry me,’ insisted Renual, kissing her forcefully. 

‘Darling,’ began Gray tenderly, but Renual interrupted her. 

‘Marry me,’ he said again. ‘I need you, Gray – you can’t leave me. I’ll kill myself if you 

leave me. Marry me, and we’ll set up home together and I’ll give you everything you want.’ 

They all want to give me everything I want, thought Gray in amusement, I who am lord of 

time and space and can take anything I want or create it for myself! Why do they all think 

they can supply my needs? But it amuses them – it keeps them happy, it makes them feel 

wanted … 

‘I don’t want anything except your body,’ she answered, ‘your beautiful male body, 

darling. It thrills me to see you move. You are total masculinity. You excite me completely.’ 

She threw her arms about him and pulled him on to her. 
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After five more minutes of frenzied love-making they lay exhausted in each other’s arms 

and kissed tenderly. ‘Will you marry me?’ asked Renual again. 

Gray threw caution to the winds. ‘Yes,’ she said, laughing. 

‘When?’ 

‘When can it be?’ 

‘As soon as I can book the registrar.’ 

‘How are marriages done here-planet?’ 

‘The registrar in town does them.’ 

Gray rubbed herself against Renual’s genitals. How hairy male humans are – and how 

exciting their hairiness is. ‘Then book him, darling.’ 

‘I’ll get the witnesses.’ 

‘I’ll come alone.’ 

‘We’ll have a honeymoon. I know a place by the sea – you’ll love it, darling.’ 

‘What do people wear to weddings here-planet, darling?’ 

‘Whatever you like, darling.’ 

‘What would you like me to wear?’  

Renual caressed Gray’s golden hair and kissed her lips. ‘White,’ he said. 

‘Long? Short?’ 

‘I’ll leave it up to you.’ 

Gray sighed and nestled closer to Renual’s warm body. ‘If you’ll go into town – I’ll wait 

for you here, darling,’ she said. 

Renual got up at once. ‘Try to sleep, darling,’ he said, and got dressed, kissed her tenderly, 

and hurried out. Gray, however, did not go to sleep – she got up, and had a shower, and 

washed her hair, and slipped into the void and spent a while designing wedding clothes – a 

long-sleeved white tunic, belted at the waist, with cream embroidery all over, coming halfway 

down her thighs. On the feet – slip-on white shoes, with very low heels and hardly any upper. 

The dress showed off her immaculate, long white legs to perfection. 

Renual returned – everything was ready. He admired Gray’s dress, assuming she had 

rushed out and bought it, and her hair; and he put on a smart suit he had bought himself. He 

led Gray out of his flat, down a back stair to a door to the outside world, across the works 

carpark to his own vehicle, and drove her into town, to the registrar’s office. It was a small, 

single-storey building overlooking the park. Two of Renual’s friends were waiting for them, 

to act as witnesses: Renual introduced them to Gray, and she smiled charmingly and they 

greeted her with interested smiles. 

Where had Renual found this lithe beauty? they wondered – but there was no time to ask; 

the registrar was ready. He rattled through some questions and pronounced them man and 

wife. Renual and Gray kissed. The witnesses shook their hands. The registrar gave them a 

certificate. The happy couple and the witnesses went out into the street and found a tavern and 

bought drinks to celebrate – Renual and Gray drank fruit juice. 

The witnesses took a great interest in Gray, and Renual had to warn them off. 

At last Renual took his bride’s hand and led her back to his vehicle. They got in, and 

Renual drove back to the flat, where they spent the rest of the day and all night making sweet, 

passionate love. 

Renual talked of ‘us’ and ‘ours’ and ‘we’, and Gray found this fascinating and exciting. 

Renual spoke of ‘our plans’ and ‘our future’ and ‘together’ and Gray laughed for joy. Am I, 

then, one and the same with you? Can we really be equals? Can I really make a human my 

mate, my equal, my partner? 

She had said, ‘Yes,’ in a moment of foolishness, a moment of laughter, in the face of her 

pet’s insistence and her own passion and loneliness. She wanted companionship, company, 

love, and she longed to feel secure in the arms of someone strong who would control and keep 
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her safe. Yet she was also lord of time and space, a demi-god, and none was her equal. Gods 

must perforce be lonely; that’s why they create, she thought, to have company and be loved. 

That’s why Wiroan and his brothers and sisters created the universe. That’s why I collect pets 

and love them … 

But she knew she could not stay with him. She desperately wanted to, but she must go and 

find Laralie and Oriel, she must get back to Junias and Ray, and Carl and Mee wanted her 

opinion, and Ragnor and Sarah wanted her, and Errehn was thinking of her, and Aimee and 

Mike were thinking of her, and Memnon wanted to see her, and Anja and Aoan were missing 

her, and above and around and beyond all their love was her own aching desire for Faroan, 

and Faroan for her … 

That night, as Renual slept, he dreamed. He dreamt that his lovely wife rose and put on a 

robe of stars and galaxies and a crown of light. He sat up and said, ‘Darling, where are you 

going?’ and she answered, ‘Darling, I must go back to my children. They’re calling for me.’ 

He said, ‘Gray, sweetheart, I can give you children.’ She smiled and patted her stomach 

and said, ‘Yes, darling – but I already have many, many children, and they need me.’ Then 

she held out her hands to him and said, ‘Renual, I love you. I never loved a man before I met 

you. Come with me and sit by my side when I am enthroned Emperor of the galaxy.’ Then in 

a moment he saw her grow huge and shine so brightly he could not look at her – he had to 

shield his eyes. He cried out: ‘Darling, you promised to love and be faithful to me.’ She 

replied – and her voice was like thunder and lightning –‘I am always faithful to those who 

love me – I never stop loving them, even when I have to kill them. But, Renual, come with 

me, darling,’ and she reached out her arms to lift him up. But when he saw her so huge and 

bright he was terrified – he thought she would destroy him – and he turned and ran from her, 

and she cried out in tears: ‘Renual, Renual, I love you! Remember me! When you call me, I 

shall come, Oh, my darling.’ She sounded so heartbroken he stopped in his tracks and looked 

back. In his dream he felt her kiss his forehead, and the kiss burned like fire – and then she 

was gone. 

He woke up, and she was gone. He sat up, he leapt up, he turned on the light, he ran round 

the flat, calling her: ‘Gray, Gray, where are you?’ He heard a voice, distant, soft: ‘Renual, I 

must leave you for now. But when you call me, I shall come, oh my husband,’ and he felt a 

pain on his forehead. He touched it and it felt hot, as if it were burning. He ran to a mirror, 

and saw a red mark in the centre of his forehead, a red circle, as if he had been branded. 

Branded with an alien’s kiss. 

She was gone. There was a note on the dressing table. He picked it up and read it. It read: 

‘Darling Renual, I must go back to my work. My people are crying out for me. But I will 

come back to you soon, my darling. I will see you in three days – I promise. I have taken a 

key, and will let myself in. Book that honeymoon suite for us, darling.’ 

And it was signed, ‘Gray Maisor.’ 

He held the note to his heart, and wept over it. And then he went back to bed, to dream of 

her. The following morning, he got on the caller and booked the honeymoon suite; and she 

did return when she had promised, and they had that honeymoon by the sea, as they had 

planned it. He had to get used to being married to a career woman, and her people had to get 

used to her having another ‘pet’ to whom she was tied more tightly than to many of them. 

Some of them were not happy; Gray had to do some very sweet talking. 

For the moment, however, Gray reimbodied in the garden of Razz’s mansion, back in her 

male form. S/he was crying. Gods cannot be tied to one person alone, s/he thought, but they 

may weep when they have to leave a person they love. Oh, Renual! You’re masculinity 

embodied! S/he longed for Renual’s strong arms about her and the hot stab of his love within 

her – but s/he had to get back to the galaxy. Gray tossed back her hair and steadied herself. 
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The first thing was to find Laralie and Oriel, preferably on the day s/he had left them, which 

meant going back in time a little – s/he stepped into the void. 

 

The meeting at the Razz mansion had ended. Lunch had been eaten, most of the directors had 

departed. Laralie and Oriel were sent out into the garden ‘for a breath of fresh air,’ while their 

fathers finalised their agreements over a pot of coffee. The two young humans walked out 

reluctantly into the spring afternoon. Laralie said, ‘I’m going to the maze. Are you coming?’ 

Oriel muttered, ‘All right.’ 

They walked side by side, not too close together and not speaking, crossed the lawn behind 

the house, walked through shrubberies and found the entrance to the maze. Laralie led the 

way, going back and forth – always turning left – towards the centre. But she quickly realised 

that she was lost. 

Oriel trudged along behind her, angry at having to keep her company, wondering where 

Gray was – hadn’t he promised to come and meet him after the meeting? – and generally 

angry with the world. He didn’t pay much attention to where they were going, until it 

gradually dawned on him that they had been walking for a long time and hadn’t yet arrived 

anywhere. 

‘Where are we?’ he demanded. 

‘I don’t know. I can’t find the centre,’ said Laralie. He detected a note of panic in her 

voice, and was pleased at her distress. 

‘Give up then.’ 

‘I have to find it.’ 

‘Why?’ 

Laralie looked around in perplexity. What was she to do? She had to get back to the centre 

to find Gray, and to put Oriel in his place – and she had kept turning left, and in the past this 

had brought her quickly to the centre of the maze, but this time it hadn’t. The maze stretched 

out around her like a … like a maze, indeed … and they were not in the middle, and she had 

no idea where they were. She looked at Oriel, who was looking extremely annoyed, and 

realised that in terms of simple humanity she would have to explain. 

‘Gray’s there,’ she said. ‘Graham Bradley. I met him in the garden. I’m a fan of his. He 

told me that you are a fan, too.’ 

She was pleased to see Oriel blush scarlet. Yes, he is. 

‘OK,’ he said. Then, after a pause: ‘I didn’t know you’re a fan.’ 

‘I’ve been a fan for ages,’ she said, crossly. 

‘Oh.’ 

‘So at least we have one thing in common.’ 

‘Ah.’ 

‘And I left him waiting for me in the centre of the maze, and now I can’t get back there. Do 

you know the way?’ 

Oriel shrugged. So far as he was concerned, the maze was a fad of his father’s, and only 

showed how silly adults could be. ‘No.’ 

‘In that case, we’re lost, unless Gray can hear us and can guide us to him.’ 

Oriel thought a little. ‘I guess he can hear us. He said that if I call him, he’ll hear me.’ 

‘He told me that too. So we’d better call him.’ 

‘You mean, shout?’ 

‘No, I think it’s enough to call inside your head.’ Her tone said, ‘idiot,’ but Oriel was too 

busy thinking that she was an idiot to notice. 

 After a moment, Laralie said, ‘It’s this way,’ turning back the way they had come. 

‘I know,’ said Oriel. 

‘Then come on.’ 
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They walked closer now, Oriel trying to push in front – Laralie walked faster, and at last 

they both ran, turning right, then left, then right: and emerged at the centre of the maze. Gray 

sat waiting in the summer house.  

‘Greetings, my darlings.’ Both blushed scarlet. Laralie said, ‘I couldn’t find the centre.’ 

‘Don’t worry. You’re here now.’ He rose from his seat in the summer house, came up to 

her and kissed her lips – then he turned to Oriel. ‘Greetings, my angry lover. I apologise – I 

seduced your bride-to-be.’ 

Oriel blushed even redder and let Gray kiss him. 

‘How are the negotiations?’ asked Gray. 

‘It’s all arranged,’ muttered Oriel. 

‘What are you going to do now?’ asked Laralie. 

‘I’ve been into the factory and placed my order,’ said Gray. ‘Thank you, my loves, for 

keeping your fathers busy while I did that – now, if you’d prefer to break it off, I’m happy if 

you do so. Of course, if you want to keep it going and carry on assisting me by supplying me 

with parts and information, I’d be delighted; but don’t feel obliged.’ 

The two looked at each other, and then back at him. 

‘We’ll think about it,’ said Laralie. 

‘We need to talk about it,’ said Oriel. 

They scowled at each other, but Gray, reading their electro-magnetic fields, knew that the 

scowls were more a matter of form than of genuine dislike, and the fact that they had each 

discovered the other’s love for him had changed their views of each other considerably. Of 

course, that didn’t mean that they would now get to like each other … the best thing he could 

do, he thought, was to clear out and let them get on with it. 

‘I need to get back to the shipbuilding plant on Herluin,’ he said. ‘Call me when you’ve 

decided what to do – and I’ll probably have another order for you by then.’ He kissed Oriel 

again, rather warmly, and then Laralie. ‘Remember me,’ he said firmly, and then vanished in 

a flash of light. 

Oriel looked at Laralie. Laralie looked at Oriel. 

‘If you’re a fan,’ said Laralie, ‘do you have a recording of the Aversham’s visual? Mine is 

missing the first three minutes.’ 

‘It’s upstairs in my room,’ said Oriel. ‘You want to see it?’ 

‘No,’ said Laralie. ‘I just want to imagine it.’ 

Oriel caught her sarcasm and said, ‘Come up and have a look.’ 

‘Can you find your way out of here?’ asked Laralie. 

‘No,’ said Oriel. ‘Can you?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Laralie, and led the way out. 

 

While his two young fans were admiring him on the visual, Gray stepped back across space 

and arrived back in Junias’ workshop half an hour after he had left. Junias and Ray were still 

working at the experimental workbench, bending strips of material and arguing with each 

other. When Gray reappeared, Ray looked up and said, ‘Have you got them?’ 

‘They’re on order,’ said Gray. ‘Today’s Sunday on Taratradene, darling, so the factory 

stores are closed. But I’ve placed your order and I’ll go over and collect it in three days.’ 

Ray pulled a face in annoyance. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I guess I can wait three days. Now, come 

and have a look at this. This is brilliant.’ 

Gray considered telling him that he’d found a new pet, then decided to keep that 

information to himself. Ray was already totally absorbed in his analysis of spaceship outer 

hull material. The human had a brilliant mind and was very cute, but emotional relationships 

were still an effort for him. 
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6: Sarah and Faroan 

 

Errehn arrived on Oh from Trer on the day he and Greh had promised J. Aversham that they 

would meet him. He was rather annoyed to be told by Peiriol that Greh was not there, and had 

not been there for the last week, but when he went outside into the fields, in the starlight, and 

called Greh, he came immediately, materialising in a flash of light next to Errehn – and he 

immediately grabbed Errehn by the shoulders and kissed him hotly, before Errehn could 

object. However, the moment he released him, Errehn said, ‘Where in space have you been? 

Peiriol said that you left.’ 

‘The pirates are managing very well without me,’ said Greh. ‘And the last party got 

seriously out of hand. I decided they need some time to cool off.’ 

Errehn roared with laughter. ‘Serves you fucking well right! I knew it couldn’t last.’ 

Greh gave him a gentle punch – but there was iron in it, and Errehn realised with a jolt that 

he had better not push his lover too hard. ‘I need to be in several places at once,’ he said, ‘and 

just now Oh is the place that needs me least. I took Ray and Carl to Herluin – Ray and Junias 

are redesigning our freight carriers and passenger liners, and Carl is working on improving 

interstellar communication and the links between the Imperial planets.’ 

‘OK,’ said Errehn. ‘So who’s in charge here?’ 

‘Oroso, until you get back – and now you’re here, you’re in charge, darling. I know you 

always wanted to be a general, so don’t argue. How’s your family?’ 

‘Mother is calming down a bit,’ said Errehn. ‘Rehn’s getting rounder, and mother’s 

looking forward to being a grandmother. Rehn sends you her regards, and so do Freh and 

Mehrn.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Greh. ‘Are they all well?’ 

‘Yes. Mehrn’s particularly pleased because the Feds have opened negotiations.’ 

‘The President promised that they would,’ said Greh. 

‘Did she? When?’ 

‘A few days ago – I had to go and see her because she was trying to bomb the excavations 

on Teren.’ 

‘What? What happened?’ 

‘Horlerh and I protected the site and they withdrew.’ 

‘Rehn says that Horlerh isn’t very happy on Teren,’ said Errehn. ‘Has there been some sort 

of disagreement with the archaeologists?’ 

‘She thinks I’ve infringed her jurisdiction,’ said Greh. ‘She wanted me to stop seeing 

Aimee Neasden. But the Priestess is very much in favour of my seeing Aimee, and I love her 

very much, so I ignored Horlerh – and Horlerh is offended.’ 

‘Hmmm,’ said Errehn. ‘Not good.’ 

‘No, it isn’t. Perhaps I should go and see Rehn.’ 

Errehn wasn’t very enthusiastic about his lover visiting his sister – his sister was carrying 

Greh’s child, and he was wildly jealous, and he didn’t want Greh to get any closer to her 

again than he currently was. ‘No, I’ll talk to her,’ he said quickly. ‘You’re too busy.’ 

Greh could read his thoughts, but decided not to argue. Errehn’s family was disfunctional – 

to put it mildly – and he didn’t want to make a difficult situation even more difficult. ‘We’re 

due to visit J. tonight,’ he said. ‘I assume he’ll remember.’ 

‘I’m sure he’s counting the hours,’ said Errehn. He watched as Greh straightened up, and 

his hair floated out about his head in a great golden halo, sparkling with its own light, and 

thought: he’s listening. Is he really listening to the whole galaxy? 
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Apparently he was, as Greh said: ‘He’s calling us now, Errehn. Hold my hand –’ and the 

next moment, Errehn was whirled through time and space, to rematerialise in a luxury flat on 

Fairly Planet, the new home of J. Aversham. 

J. welcomed them warmly, and the three of them passed a pleasant, decadent weekend, 

either having sex with J. or romping around his flat or showering with him or generally 

playing with him. It was relaxing and self-indulgent, thought Greh, but nowhere near as 

exciting as his time with Renual – whom he was going straight back to the moment he left J. 

and Errehn. And he wondered whether it was worth keeping up his connection with this, his 

first human pet. J. was cute and he was good in bed, and he worshipped Greh – because Greh 

had adjusted his mind so that he did – but having given Greh his first publicity, what could he 

do for him now? 

His question was answered when J. whisked his two ‘love gods’ down to Sal’s studio for a 

few stills ‘of the mid-season collection,’ and he saw the paste-up of the new hard-copy 

catalogue on Sal’s desk. He picked it up, and flicked through it. 

‘It’s not finished yet, darling,’ said Sal quickly, ‘your shots will be in those blanks on 

pages four and five.’ 

Greh looked up at her. ‘I have a publicity agent who’d like to pass some of these shots on 

to my fanzines,’ he said. ‘If he gets in touch with you, could you do a deal? The fanzines 

should be willing to pay good money.’ 

Sal grinned broadly. ‘Wider circulation? Sounds good to me, darling.’ 

‘Can he write to you directly here?’ 

‘He can call me, if he’s got access to an interstellar call office.’ 

Greh thought about the level of technology at the Teren dig. ‘I don’t think he has, but the 

fanzines may have.’ 

‘Here’s my card,’ said Sal, passing him a small piece of printed card with her name, postal 

address and caller number, ‘tell him to get in touch with me.’ 

‘Brilliant,’ said Greh, and kissed her cheek. She blushed scarlet with pleasure. 

 

Early on Monday morning (Fairly Planet time), Greh and Errehn said their farewells to J., and 

Greh took Errehn back to Oh. He then went on to Taratradene, to enjoy Renual and a 

honeymoon by the sea. After stretching time as far as he could go, he very reluctantly said his 

goodbyes to Renual, promising to be back at the end of the week – ‘we can spend all weekend 

together, darling’ – and having collected his order from Intech, went on to Teren, to see 

Aimee and Mike, and to give Sal’s card to Andy. Then he went on to Thorion, to Faroan and 

Memnon. 

Memnon greeted him with exuberant affection – she had received news from Carl on 

Herluin, via the newly-improved communications system, that Miss Mee was assembling data 

on Mary medical conditions and wanted her, Memnon, to go over to Herluin to discuss her 

plans. Mee was hoping to involve ‘that pale willowy woman,’ a.k.a. Fayeley, the Priestess’s 

acolyte on Herluin, who had been travelling around Herluin talking to the Marys and 

discussing their wants and needs. But Memnon was not at all sure that Fayeley would be any 

use to them – she was still reeling from the discovery that the Priestess wasn’t interested in 

the Marys’ medical problems. Still, she would like to go to Herluin to talk about her project 

with Miss Mee and Carl, and also to discuss her idea for planetary assemblies. ‘I could take 

my ship, lord, but I thought you could take me,’ she concluded, flicking her ears and bristling 

her long feathered tail in a Mary blush. 

Greh touched his nose to hers in a Mary kiss, gave her a warm hug, and promised to take 

her over to Herluin. Then he embraced Faroan, who had stood back to let Memnon give Greh 

her news first; and they all went into Faroan’s cave to chat and embrace and make love, and 

then eat the early evening meal. After eating, they went for a walk along the cliff top together, 
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and Faroan talked about the schools he was setting up for the young Rhuaans of Thorion, and 

the problems of preventing the Priestess from taking them over completely – she wanted all 

the teaching to be done by her acolytes; Faroan wanted a wider range of teachers, and he 

wanted the young Rhuaans to learn technology as well as all the arts of peace the Priestess 

wanted to teach them. ‘I told her that a little conflict can help us to grow stronger,’ he said, 

‘and she became extremely agitated and accused me of trying to distort the energies of the 

planet.’ 

‘She preferred you asleep, darling,’ said Greh. 

‘I’d noticed,’ said Faroan. 

‘Come with me to Herluin, darling,’ said Greh. ‘Memnon can talk to Carl and Mee, and I’ll 

take you on to Bessideh – I’d like you to meet my people there.’ 

Faroan, who knew from his wife’s electro-magnetic field that she was wildly, madly in 

love with some of her people on Bessideh, said, ‘I’d love to, darling,’ and kissed her warmly. 

 

So the following day, they left Thorion – without telling the Priestess that they were going, 

‘she’ll only fret,’ as Greh put it – and, with Greh holding their hands, Faroan and Memnon 

were whirled through the void to Herluin city, to Nick van der Ruhe’s palace, where they 

were greeted by Nick and his ‘boys’ (or fixers, or toughs), and by Carl and Mee. Memnon 

went off to Carl and Mee’s office to discuss medical matters, and to look through medical 

reports and statistics and discuss what was desirable and what was feasible and hope to put 

the two together somehow. Nick coaxed Greh upstairs to his office – Faroan accompanied 

them – to discuss his trade agreements with Creh and further afield, and to try to persuade 

Greh to agree to carry his product on his freight liners to the Federal sectors at half the current 

rate. He was also anxious to open up markets on Earth. Greh assured him that Earth could 

grow its own ‘weed’ and did so in plenty, offered to bring Nick some samples (Nick 

declined), and offered to take another consignment of Nick’s ‘weed’ over to Ragnor’s 

Entertainment Centre in Bessideh city. As for the rates for freight, at present they weren’t 

negotiable: ‘Of course, if you sent twice the bulk I could reduce the rate, darling.’ 

Nick muttered, and dropped heavy hints that it was time his lord spent the night with him. 

Greh agreed and promised to drop in ‘on my way back from Bessideh, darling.’ 

Faroan, who was seated crosslegged on the floor next to the sofa where Greh was reclined, 

watched his wife’s handling of her pet with interest and amusement. Nick was so much her 

slave that he could not oppose her outright, but he had so much energy and determination – as 

so many humans do, thought Faroan, and it’s a large part of their attractiveness – that he kept 

on arguing even when it was clear that Greh was not going to give in. Then he tried playing 

on her affection for him, which worked up to a point. It was clear that Greh was very fond of 

Nick, and that Nick was completely in Greh’s power. Eventually, Greh beckoned Nick on to 

the sofa, and made love to him very sweetly and affectionately, which calmed Nick down a 

good deal. They ended up exchanging lovers’ words and kisses, and then Greh asked Nick to 

go and sort out the stock for Bessideh, and Nick went off to do so – rather reluctantly, with 

further embraces and kisses. While he was gone, Greh took a quick step sideways out to 

Junias’ workshop, to hand over to Ray the interconnectors he had brought for him from 

Intech. ‘I’ve paid for them out of my account. Let me know if you need any more.’ 

Leaving Ray to play with his new toys, Greh stepped back to Nick’s palace, where he 

found that the stock was sorted out and ready for him. Greh gathered it up in a net of light, 

took Faroan’s hand, kissed Nick goodbye, and Nick’s second-in-command Frere, and 

transferred himself and Faroan to Ragnor’s Entertainment Centre in Bessideh City. 

They materialised in Ragnor’s office on the top floor of the building – there was currently 

no one else around. Faroan took in the room with a sweep of the eyes, walked across the room 

and looked out of the window, down across the city, and then straight down at the busy street 
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below – and then looked back at Greh, who had sat down on top of one of the large cartons of 

weed they had brought with them. 

‘It amazes me how different our planets are,’ said Faroan, ‘while being essentially similar 

– that is, they are all around the same size, within certain parameters, and all suitable for 

advanced forms of life. But while Thorion is fresh and fair, green trees and blue sea, Oh is 

more rugged and less welcoming; Herluin has a completely different form of flora’ – 

‘Conifers,’ said Greh, ‘and leathery birds which glide rather than flying.’ 

‘Yes. And here the sky is more purple, and the vegetation more red; and the air is less 

clear.’ 

‘That’s the effect of air pollution, I’m afraid,’ said Greh, with a sigh. ‘Bessideh city has lot 

of motorised traffic, powered by a form of internal combustion engine. Whereas on Earth we 

still have pollution controls, on Bessideh it seems to be each person for themselves. Until 

Aoan and I arrived, there was no central government, and even now there’s only the 

Priestess’s representative, a police force which I pay, and Ragnor.’ 

Faroan walked back to stand beside Greh, and bent and kissed him where he sat. ‘I’ll be 

interested to meet Ragnor,’ he said, ‘as you are so fond of him, darling.’ 

‘Yes, he’s very sweet,’ said Greh, smiling at the thought of his pet. 

‘Is he like Nick?’ 

‘No—o, he’s more subtle. If Nick doesn’t like someone, he has them eradicated. If Ragnor 

doesn’t like them, he manoeuvres round them, and then buys them out.’ 

Faroan considered the picture in Greh’s mind: a tall, dark-haired man, of brownish 

complexion, unlike the light-brown-haired, average human height, pale skinned, slightly 

freckled Nick. 

‘And there’s Sarah,’ he added. 

Greh grinned. ‘Everyone wants to meet her,’ he said. 

Faroan laughed. ‘Your mind’s eye tells me why,’ he said. 

Greh looked up at him. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘if only you could travel through space as I do, 

you could come and see them for yourself.’ 

Faroan smiled, and shook his head. ‘I don’t know how you do it, darling,’ he said. ‘I have 

tried, but I can’t understand how it’s done.’ 

Greh shook his head in turn. ‘It’s so easy,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t do it until Wiroan 

showed me how.’ 

Faroan shrugged this aside – he still could not believe in Wiroan, although Aoan and Greh 

both worshipped him. So far as he was concerned, even if gods existed, they had done nothing 

to help him and his people during the war, and so he had no interest in them. ‘I’d rather you 

introduced me to your pets yourself, darling,’ he said. 

Greh jumped down from his carton. ‘Let’s go down and find them,’ he said. ‘Darling, this 

building has a lift which works – have you been in a lift before? Humans build them – they 

don’t like stairs much more than we do.’ 

‘I’ve heard of them,’ said Faroan, ‘but I’ve never seen one.’ 

‘I’ll show you,’ said Greh, taking his husband’s hand, and leading him out of Ragnor’s 

office on to the landing, where the light over the lift announced that it was currently on floor 

five. 

When they had waited for the lift, got into the lift and travelled down in it to the ground 

floor, Faroan agreed that lifts were a most impressive piece of technology, although not 

completely devoid of discomfort. Still, here they were, and May on reception was welcoming 

them – goggling a little at the devastating Imperial with Lord Gray – and telling them that 

Ragnor was on the main floor of the club with Sarah, working on Sarah’s act for that evening. 

Gray thanked her and gave her a kiss on the cheek, and then led Faroan into the main room of 

the club. 
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Faroan looked about him. It was a wide, deep room, with windows flanked by long 

curtains – currently drawn open, but the room was so large that very little natural light 

penetrated to the centre. There were artificial lights inset into the ceiling, and some lights on 

poles, standing on the floor. Tables were placed around the room, with padded chairs and 

stools for humans to sit on around them. On one side of the room was a counter with bottles 

stacked on the shelves behind, which Faroan regarded as a typically human arrangement – a 

place for drinking alcohol, he understood. In the centre of the room was a raised platform with 

a glittery covering on the floor, and on this stood a slim young human female, wearing a wisp 

of a dress. From Greh’s mind’s eye of her, he knew that this was Sarah. She had a bright, 

determined, bravely optimistic energy field, generous and loving; he could see that her body, 

and her energy fields, had things about them that were not quite right, and that she was 

unlikely to live until old age. But she was full of energy and she was determined to be happy, 

and as Faroan set eyes on her – and felt all the love and desire that Greh felt for her – he was 

determined that she should be happy. 

Greh felt his husband’s jolt of energy as he set eyes on Sarah, and smiled to himself. Sarah 

had had the same effect on Faroan as she had had on him. And when Sarah saw Faroan, she 

would probably fall for him as thoroughly as she had fallen for him, Greh. 

Between the two Rhuaans and the platform stood a dark-haired human male in a glittery-

effect suit – Ragnor. He was talking to Sarah, and waving his arms around, giving her 

directions. She was responding. Then Greh spoke: ‘Hi, Ragnor. Hi, Sarah,’ and both looked 

round, and saw Greh, and moved to greet him with bright smiles of joy. 

‘Gray!’ said Ragnor, hugging him, and kissing him on each cheek in greeting, and ‘Gray!’ 

exclaimed Sarah, throwing her arms about his neck. He hugged each of them in turn and 

kissed them, saying, ‘Ragnor, I’ve brought your order from Herluin. Sarah, you’re looking 

lovely.’ 

‘Great,’ said Ragnor, in answer to the first half of that – and then, noticing Faroan: ‘who’s 

this?’ 

Sarah looked up, looked Faroan in the face, and froze. Greh nodded to himself. He had 

known it would happen. 

‘This is my partner, Faroan,’ he said, holding out a hand to Faroan for him to approach. 

‘He’s come to meet you and to see the show.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Ragnor, moving forward to hold out a hand of greeting to the 

Rhuaan. His knees were shaking and he felt himself in a cold sweat. This Imperial simply 

oozed power. He had thought Gray was impressive when he first met him – although he was 

just a teddy bear when you got to know him, as Sarah said – but this one was terrifying. He 

reminded Ragnor of the comic books he used to read as a kid. You could imagine this one 

shooting humans in cold blood and tearing their minds apart. 

But as Faroan’s eyes fell on him, and he smiled a gentle greeting, and took Ragnor’s hand 

and shook it, Ragnor felt his fears evaporate. He was captured in Faroan’s gaze. He was 

stilled, calmed, taken. He nodded in acknowledgement, released Faroan’s hand and stepped 

back. He had a strange desire to throw himself at the figure’s feet, and he thought he would 

get out of range before he made a fool of himself in front of Gray and Sarah. 

Sarah … she was moving forward to greet the Imperial. Her face was white – she was 

clearly absolutely terrified. She smiled a sweet smile – she always tried to be friendly, 

welcoming. She was such a good sport. The Imperial smiled in return, took her hand and 

clasped it. Sarah dropped half a curtsey, then stepped away. She looked stunned, lost for 

words. He thought he’d better step in before she fainted or something, so he said, ‘Sarah was 

just working out her routine for this evening.’ 

‘Are you going to dance this evening, Gray?’ asked Sarah, turning to him with a smile. 

He returned the smile. ‘Yes, if you want me to.’ 
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‘Of course I do. And the audience love you. Come up on the platform and practise.’ She 

took his hand and led up up the two steps on to the platform. ‘What are you going to wear, 

darling?’ 

‘Dark green? Something filmy and loose. Easy to dance in.’ 

‘And if you strip off –’ 

‘No, I thought I’d keep it on this evening. I’d prefer to keep the variety.’ 

‘Keep the audience guessing.’ She flashed him a smile, and dropped her voice. ‘So you 

won’t make love to me again?’ 

He blushed – she was pleased to see that he liked her enough to blush. ‘Let’s keep it 

special, darling – not every week.’ 

She found she was disappointed, but covered it up with a smile and a shake of her head. 

‘I’ve got a new song for this evening. Ragnor, will you play it?’ 

Ragnor moved to the music unit by the side of the stage and set it going. Faroan sat down 

on one of the tables, with legs crossed, to watch. The music ran through a few bars, and Greh 

tried a few dance movements – then Sarah began to sing. Greh moved a little, then more 

definitely as he caught the rhythm and lilt of the music and Sarah’s song. He danced to one 

side of Sarah, then around her, then behind her, then on the other side. Sarah moved around 

the stage, through and between his dancing. It looked as if it had been thoroughly 

choreographed, but in fact it was simply the result of having done this a few times, and Greh 

being able to read Sarah’s mind so that he knew when she was going to move. In any case, 

thought Faroan, it was very pleasing and relaxing to watch and listen to. 

When Sarah finished, Greh slowed and halted, and they bowed to each other, and then to 

the imaginary audience. Ragnor turned off the music unit. 

‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘Could you make it a bit longer? Sing that second chorus again, for 

instance.’ 

Greh listened as Ragnor made his suggestions. They would have been instructions, and not 

so politely put, if he had not been here to mellow Ragnor and keep a hold on his tongue. As it 

was, Sarah was encouraged by a positive reaction rather than undermined by petty criticism, 

and came back with her own suggestions. He was dragged in to make comments. Eventually 

Ragnor turned the music unit back on and they went through it all again, and Ragnor was 

happier. The music was turned off, and Ragnor suggested that they get a bite to eat ‘before we 

open.’ Sarah ran off to change. Greh insisted on waiting for her to shower and come back, 

dressed in a light, short dress, before they went upstairs to the restaurant and ate toasted 

sandwiches. 

Sarah, anxious to involve their guest in the conversation, said, ‘They say that these are 

Bessiday city’s special dish. Are there any special dishes at your home, Far-oan?’ 

Faroan nodded. ‘We have filled breads,’ he said. ‘A little like these, but the bread dough is 

formed around the filling, and the whole is then baked in an oven for a short time. The bread 

comes out crisp, with the filling cooked inside.’ 

‘Sounds lovely,’ said Sarah. 

Gray giggled. ‘It can be untidy to eat. When you bite into it, the filling spurts out.’ 

‘It takes practice,’ said Faroan. 

‘So what do you put in the filling?’ asked Sarah. 

‘There are special sauces with fish and various herbs and spices,’ said Faroan, ‘or fruit, or 

leaves, or even flowers.’ 

‘Eating flowers? I’ve never done that.’ 

‘Some of the weed I bring from Herluin is basically dried flowers,’ said Greh. 

‘We don’t eat them, though.’ 

‘You could eat them. You could soak them in liquid and cook them.’ 

Sarah giggled at the thought. ‘What would it do to my head?’ 
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‘Make you very happy,’ said Greh, laughing with her. 

‘Make it a speciality of the house, darling,’ said Sarah to Ragnor, who said, ‘Perhaps I 

should have a word with the cook.’ 

‘Do you cook, Far-oan?’ asked Sarah. 

‘Yes,’ said Faroan. ‘All of my people learn to cook as children, so that they can always 

feed themselves, whereever they are.’ 

‘I can’t cook,’ said Sarah. 

‘That’s true,’ said Ragnor. ‘But I can afford the best cook on Bessiday, so you don’t have 

to.’ 

‘Can you cook, Gray?’ asked Sarah, and he said, ‘Yes, although not as well as Faroan.’ 

‘Did you learn to cook at home?’ 

‘No – Aoan taught me.’ 

Sarah giggled at the thought of the great general Aoan cooking. She said to Ragnor, 

‘Perhaps I should learn to cook.’ 

‘No, darling,’ he said, ‘you concentrate on your singing, and let other people run around 

with saucepans.’ 

She blushed, and he kissed her lightly on the lips, then rose from the table. ‘It’s time I got 

downstairs for opening,’ he said. ‘Go and get ready for your act, darling’ – this to Sarah, who 

nodded, smiled, said, ‘See you later’ to Gray and Faroan, and hurried off. 

Faroan and Gray went downstairs with Ragnor to watch the show downstairs. They found 

a table with a sofa, on which they could sit side by side with their feet tucked under them – 

Gray, who was wearing ‘human’ clothes and shoes, left his shoes on the floor; Faroan, who 

was wearing Rhuaan clothes, had no footwear. There were singers, and dancers, and a few 

skilled musicians – Ragnor was attracting more skilled entertainers to his club. There was 

even a stand-up comedian, who went down well with the locals, although Gray and Faroan 

did not understand his jokes. Eventually Gray had to get up and go and change his clothes 

(which he did by simply transforming them when he was out of eyeshot of everyone else) to a 

loose dark green tunic and trousers, made of filmy heru fabric, which concealed his body 

sufficiently to be decent but revealed enough to be interesting. 

The lights went down, the music became soft and lilting, Sarah came on stage dressed in a 

piece of filmy almost-nothing, stood under a spotlight and began to sing. As she sang, Greh 

flowed on to the stage and danced in beautiful, liquid movements, which complimented 

Sarah’s singing without ever stealing the limelight from her. When they finished, the lights 

went down, and the two left the stage; the lights came up to rapturous applause, but they had 

vanished. The next act came on, and the entertainment continued. Greh and Sarah walked 

back out of the crowd and Greh went to talk to Ragnor, who was looking hungrily at him. 

Sarah was going to join him – and then she saw Faroan, seated a little way away, and went to 

join him instead. 

‘Did you enjoy the song?’ she asked, sitting down on the opposite side of the table from 

him. 

‘It was beautiful,’ he said, smiling gently at her. She felt her stomach turn over and her 

groin contract. She heard herself saying, ‘Thank you. So are you.’ 

What great black eyes he has! So beautiful and deep – like Gray’s, but bigger and deeper. I 

could drown in those eyes. And such red lips – he is so beautiful … 

‘Would you like a walk outside?’ he said.  

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that would be good.’ 

So he rose, and she rose, and he took her right hand in his left and led her out of the club, 

and no one commented or even saw them go, she thought, as if he made a cloud of invisibility 

about them. And when they got outside into the street, it was cooler and the air was fresher 
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than the club, and she took deep breaths and said, ‘That’s nice.’ She turned a smiling face up 

to him, and was not at all surprised and actually greatly relieved when he kissed her. 

She fell into his embrace like a nut falling into place on a bolt, and he drew her closer and 

kissed her more hotly, and she let herself go into his passion, as she had let Gray make love to 

her on the stage that other week, when she had wanted him so much and he had done what she 

wanted, and she reached out to Faroan in her heart and wanted him too … 

… and Faroan pulled her love and desire into himself, and poured out his passion over her. 

She was such a lovely pet, and Greh loved her so much, and he loved her also, as Greh did, 

and for herself, and he wanted her love just as Greh did, and wanted her to himself – and as he 

felt this, he felt a surge go through him that shook his body and his hair as if his whole energy 

field was shuddering – it was a familiar feeling, and he had felt it before when he made love 

to Greh and, long ago, to Aoan, but he had always thought that it was wrong, that it meant 

something wrong, and that he should resist it. Now he thought offhandedly that he would just 

let it happen, because he was concentrating on Sarah, and he wanted to take her somewhere 

quiet and secure where they could love each other in peace. He thought of his own home on 

Thorion, and reached out for it in his mind, and found it; then he laid Sarah on the floor, on 

the pile of cushions there, and laid himself beside her, and began to make love to her. 

Sarah was aware that something very odd had happened: they had been in the street outside 

the club, and people and vehicles were going past, and then she had felt a wrench as if she 

was going to be sick, and then she was in a dark, cool place and there was only Faroan. But 

she knew that Gray could take himself off to places in a flash of light, and she guessed that 

Faroan had just done that to her. It was an Imperial thing, she told herself, and nothing to 

worry about – when they were finished, Faroan would take her back to the club. Meanwhile, 

he was kissing her in the most lovely way, and she was shuddering all over with desire and 

anticipation. She opened her arms and legs to him and moaned in pleasure, at which he 

became even more passionate, and she felt his passion roll over her like a blanket – just as 

Gray’s had done, but more so, because they weren’t in public here – and envelop her, and she 

let herself go completely into that cloud of passion. Faroan thrust into her and she arched her 

back and surged against him and he against her and she was moaning and gasping and he was 

kissing her so hungrily she thought he’d eat her, and it went on for ages and it was glorious – 

and at last she thought she’d faint with exhaustion and happiness, and then perhaps she did. 

In any case, at last she was awake again, and lying by him, and he was kissing her and 

caressing her body – she seemed to have lost her dress – and she kissed him back. She stroked 

his hair and rubbed his back – he had taken off his tunic, and she could feel that oh-so-smooth 

skin – don’t Imperials have pimples? she wondered. His legs were really smooth and if she 

put down her hand she could feel his thing – it was very long and it was quite hard already. 

She wondered if he would like the works, like Ragnor did. She decided to try. 

Faroan had not expected his pet to take the initiative, but he was quite happy when she did. 

He caressed her body and her hair as she fellated him, and then decided that she was so 

wonderful he would have to make love to her again, so he did so. They rolled across the floor 

and scattered the cushions as they did, and Sarah ended up on top, gasping and sweaty and 

moaning her satisfaction with him. And afterwards they rolled across the floor again, and she 

told him that he was fantastic, and he told her she was wonderful. Then they lay quietly and 

just caressed and murmured sweet nothings, and then Sarah said, ‘Darling, I’ve got to do 

another turn. Where can I change?’ 

She was right, of course, and he very reluctantly let her get up, and showed her the way 

down to the pool cavern, where they bathed, and then he found a comb and combed her hair 

and tidied it. But her dress was a tangle – the flimsy fabric had torn in their first embraces. 

Her face expressed her horror – it was her best dress. He laid it out on the floor and let energy 

run through his fingers, fusing the torn fibres together, until it was in one piece again. She put 
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it on – it was slightly crumpled, but not so much that it would notice. He said, ‘I’ll get you a 

new dress, darling. Made of heru – then it won’t tear.’  

She said, ‘What’s heru?’ 

‘You know that plant you call “weed”, which Gray brings you from Herluin? You eat the 

seeds and leaves.’ 

‘I don’t,’ she said. ‘Ragnor smokes them, and so do the clients, but I don’t. It’s not 

healthy.’ 

He smiled at her passion. ‘The fibres of the stalks can be dried and separated and woven 

into a hard-wearing cloth, called heru. It’s what my tunic is made of – and Greh’s clothes.’ 

Her face cleared. ‘Oh! I wondered what it was! I didn’t know it was from a plant. It’s 

lovely – all soft and silky.’ 

‘Yes. It doesn’t pick up dirt and it doesn’t wear out or tear. I’ll bring you a dress made of 

that, so that you needn’t worry about damaging it.’ 

Her face lit up. ‘Can I choose the colour?’ 

‘Yes. What would you like?’ 

She pondered for a moment. ‘Rose pink. I think that would be so romantic.’ 

‘Rose pink, then,’ he said, and kissed her – and again felt that shudder go through his 

energy field, but now he knew what it was. He embraced it, and reached through it, 

visualising Ragnor’s club, the room where he had been sitting, the sofa and the chair on either 

side of the table, and Greh and Ragnor a little way away, talking. He reached out for it – and 

they were there, with the buzz and the smell and the activity all around them, and Sarah 

saying: ‘Ouch! My tum feels all upset now.’ 

‘Sit down for a moment,’ he said, drawing her to site down next to him on the sofa, and 

kissing her tenderly … 

… then Greh said, ‘Darlings? Sarah and I have another turn to do. Can you spare her, 

Faroan?’ and he had to let her go. But he watched her all the time as she went to the stage, 

and the lights went down, and she stood on the stage and sang, and Greh danced around her – 

and she reached out her hands to him, and they stared into each other’s eyes as she sang, and 

then they danced together. At the end of the song they kissed, and everyone applauded loudly. 

Faroan thought again how vulnerable Sarah was, her body so weak and so tender, her will so 

strong and determined. At least, he thought, I can give her some energy in my love, and help 

to strengthen her. And she would look much more beautiful in a long dress of glittering heru 

cloth than in that little frill. 

Greh came back to join him after the song, while Sarah sat with Ragnor and shared a drink 

and a kiss. ‘Did you have a lovely time, darling?’ he asked Faroan. 

‘Yes, darling.’ 

‘She’s gorgeous, isn’t she? So generous and loving.’ 

‘She’s wonderful.’ 

‘I’m glad,’ said Greh, leaning over to kiss his husband. Faroan returned the kiss warmly. 

‘Her cellular structure is disrupted,’ said Faroan. ‘I thought you said the acolytes had 

corrected it?’ 

Greh pulled a face. ‘They’ve solved the surface disruption. She’s a lot better than she was. 

But she’s not fully well. I don’t think anyone on the planet is fully well, darling. It’s going to 

take a lot of work to stabilise the molecular structure of the planet after what happened in the 

copper mines. The best I can say of Nick’s weed is that it helps take people’s minds off their 

day-to-day health problems.’ 

‘Can it help the healing process?’ 

‘I wish I could say it does, but I’ve no evidence of it.’ 

Faroan frowned. ‘I will try to get some of my technicians working on it. I’ll force the 

Priestess to give up some laboratory space.’ 
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‘I saw you disappear,’ said Greh, going back to the earlier subject. ‘Where did you go? I 

couldn’t feel you nearby, darling.’ 

‘I did what you do,’ said Faroan. ‘I didn’t realise what you were doing, darling. When your 

electro-magnetic field shudders, you go with it, rather than forcing it to stabilise. I’ve always 

believed that it was essential to control that feeling and prevent it taking over. Now I realise 

that it’s the start of the disintegration process you use to travel across space and time.’ 

Greh’s face was a picture of amazement and delight. ‘Faroan! You transferred? Where did 

you go?’ 

‘Thorion, to my own room. I wanted to take Sarah somewhere private, and thought of my 

room – and we were there.’ 

‘Darling! That’s wonderful!’ Greh kissed him warmly. ‘That’s wonderful, darling. Now 

you can travel – you can come and go from Thorion in an instant.’ 

Faroan smiled broadly. ‘Yes, darling. I can visit the Empire.’ 

‘You can go to Aoan – you can come back and see Sarah. Ragnor likes you, too. But he’s 

too cautious to approach you. You’ll have to seduce him, darling.’ 

Faroan shrugged. ‘Perhaps. You’re looking quite pleased with yourself, darling. What has 

Ragnor been saying?’ 

Greh blushed a little. ‘Apart from the normal worship – he likes Memnon’s idea of a 

representative advisory assembly. Of course he thinks he can pack it with his own people, but 

we’ll see. He’s convinced that Daaneh’ (the Priestess’s acolyte who was officially the 

Imperial representative on Bessideh) ‘doesn’t listen to a word anyone on Bessideh says to her. 

And he’s right. So he’s very happy to start advertising the concept. It’ll be in all the journals 

tomorrow. And we’ll go and talk to Daaneh tomorrow.’ 

‘Good,’ said Faroan. He drew his wife closer to him. ‘You’re smelling of heru seed,’ he 

said. ‘You mustn’t let Ragnor make you consume too much of it, darling.’ 

‘He always does,’ confessed Greh. ‘Do you mind if I spend some time with him tonight, 

darling? I think Sarah would be very happy to spend more time with you.’ 

Faroan was always happy to let Greh spend time with her pets, provided it did not eat too 

far into the time they spent together. In any case, he had promised Sarah a dress. ‘That will be 

fine, darling,’ he said, and hugged Greh close. 

They sat side by side on the sofa, hugging and occasionally kissing, and watched the rest of 

the floor show. A waiter came and sold them drinks of mineral water, and a plate of ‘nibbles’ 

– little rounds of toasted bread with various savoury toppings – and they enjoyed relaxing in 

each other’s company, with their subjects enjoying themselves around them. Much later, 

when at last the club closed for the night, Greh took Ragnor upstairs for a few hours of 

‘playing’ as he called it, and Faroan took Sarah’s hand and led her quietly away, without 

stopping to ask whether she wanted to be led – he simply assumed that she did, and 

fortunately he was right. 

He found that he could not step across space as simply as Greh did – he needed to first 

raise his energy levels and relax, so he paused to kiss Sarah and to hold her tightly to him, 

which she was very happy to do, and when he felt his energy field shudder he went with it, 

and let it take them to Thorion. Here he did not lead Sarah to his cave, but took her a little 

further up the hill, through the trees, to the entrance to the underground laboratories. The 

Priestess and her acolytes would be busy in the Hall of Meeting at this time, he judged, 

having one of their peace-weaving sessions. Perhaps they were helping Greh and Aoan to 

conquer the Empire, and perhaps they kept Thorion balanced, or perhaps they were just a fine 

example of the Priestess’s inability to see beyond the end of her own arms. 

He was right – at least, the Priestess and her acolytes were not there. The first person they 

saw when they entered the laboratories was Tereah, one of the young Rhuaan women who 

had attached herself to Aoan when she returned, and who had worked hard on the new 
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spaceships. Now that the shipbuilding had been moved to Herluin, she was working for 

Faroan, studying materials and improving their manufacturing processes. At present she was 

standing over a computer slab, with her hands in the halo of lights over the slab, her hair 

coiling up in the air over her head, clearly concentrating hard on something. 

Faroan felt Sarah’s gasp – she had never seen an Imperial computer before, or one of the 

Sacred People using their hair for its proper purpose, for energy storage and transmission. He 

held her close to him in a comforting embrace, and spoke to Tereah in their own language. 

‘Greetings, child.’ ‘Child’ was the normal friendly term of greeting to a person under one’s 

own authority. 

Tereah jumped, span round, and touched her right hand to her forehead in a gesture of 

respect. ‘Greetings, Lord Emperor. I didn’t hear you come in.’ 

‘What are you doing here, so late?’ 

‘I’m still working on the heru, lord. I really want to sort out the mix before the birdies 

come back in the morning.’ 

Faroan smiled wryly – ‘the birdies’ was Tereah’s name for the Priestess’s acolytes, who 

fluttered about her in their lovely sky-blue dresses and, to her mind, were largely useless. 

They mean well, thought Faroan, and perhaps they achieve something. Greh tells me that they 

made Sarah’s arm better, at least. 

‘I’ve brought one of Greh’s pets to meet you. I’ve promised her a present: a heru dress. 

She’s never had one. She’d like it in rose pink.’ 

‘This is one of Lord Greh’s pets?’ Tereah’s face lit up as she looked Sarah up and down. 

‘She’s really cute! Isn’t she cute?’ She took her hands out of the computer and walked over to 

them, stretching out a hand and touching Sarah’s cheek. ‘Aren’t you cute?’ she said, in 

Rhuaan, and kissed her. Sarah, terrified and fascinated by this tall, beautiful female dressed 

rather like Gray when he was being Imperial, and clearly not one of the medics, was lost for 

words. Tereah smiled, said again: ‘Oh, you’re so cute!’ and turned back to Faroan. 

‘I can do that,’ she said. ‘I’ve got the colour mix working well. I can give you coloured 

heru, a smooth weave, and perfect shaping. Just let me get Yaro over here and we’ll do it 

now.’ She turned back to the computer, plunged a hand into the lights, and concentrated for a 

moment, her hair waving about her head. Sarah looked up and around her to see where the 

breeze was coming from – the breeze that she herself could not feel – but she could only see 

the smooth rock of the underground laboratories, carved smooth and painted white, with just a 

little decoration in green – a few branches and leaves wound across the ceiling and walls. The 

floor was painted a pale grey, with a few brightly coloured stones set into it here and there to 

give tactile interest to the feet, as the Rhuaans went everywhere barefoot. Everything was 

light – Sarah realised that there was lighting set into the walls and floor and ceiling, so that 

everything glowed slightly but was not overwhelming: a few spot lights were set into the 

ceiling overhead to add brightness where it was needed. And the air seemed fresh, although 

she couldn’t see any air ducts – obviously these were carefully hidden like the lighting. But 

where was that breeze coming from? 

Then a curtain across a doorway flicked back, and another Imperial strode in. Like the 

other one, it was tall and white-skinned with long jet-black hair, and it wore a white knee-

length tunic with a belt, and no shoes, but she had an idea that this one was male, whereas the 

other one was female. The other one greeted the new arrival and said a few things – Sarah 

wished they would talk in a normal language so that she could understand them – and the new 

arrival nodded and put a hand into the lights over that slab, and then walked over towards her, 

smiling in a friendly way, and put a hand on her forehead – and suddenly she relaxed.  

Yaro-ardeler, known as Yaro for short, smiled as he saw the tense energy fields around 

Lord Greh’s pet’s fade down to normal levels. ‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘These humans do 

panic, don’t they?’ He ran his hands over Sarah’s shoulders to get a feel for her bone 
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structures, and then inscribed her outline with his hands without actually touching her. 

‘Slender bones,’ he said. ‘Fragile.’ 

‘It’s the high level of radiation on Bessideh,’ said Tereah as if she knew all about it and 

hadn’t just had a quick peek at Lord Aoan’s reports in the computer’s memory. ‘All the 

humans are malformed. The heru should help keep the radiation off her skin.’ 

‘So, big export drive?’ said Yaro, walking back to the computer and waving his left hand 

in the lights to transfer the figures he had just calculated into the computer.  

‘If your new mix works,’ said Faroan. 

‘It will,’ said Tereah. ‘Take it away, Yaro.’ 

Yaro’s face showed tense concentration for a moment as he stood with a hand in the 

computer lights; then they heard a click and a hum from the next room, and Yaro said, ‘We’re 

away. Come and watch.’ He left the computer and hurried back the way he had some; Tereah 

followed, and Faroan led Sarah after them – she clinging on to his arm for security, but 

looking around her with big, fascinated eyes. 

On the other side of the curtain was a larger room, decorated and lit very much like the 

first. There was another computer slab in here, hovering above the floor on the far side of the 

room; but the main item on show was a large frame in the middle of the floor. Sarah could not 

properly take in what it was. There was a metal framework all around it – at least, it might 

have been metal or plastic or one of those fancy materials the medics have. It will be some 

Imperial stuff, she thought. Then there were threads coming down from spindles hung from 

the ceiling – lots of threads, all white and shiny. The threads ran through guides and then ran 

across the framework. There were things flicking back and forth – oh, it’s a loom, Sarah 

realised, but it’s much quieter than the looms we saw on the school visit to the cloth factory 

when I was little. It just hums, and the threads run back and forth, and the fabric just appears. 

The threads were white, but Yaro and Tereah were walking around the loom, checking 

gauges and exchanging words, and Sarah realised that the fabric which was appearing was 

rose pink. How could they do that, when the thread was white? It must be something to do 

with the guides – the thread went into the guide white, and came out pink. Then – the 

needles? – flicked back and forth, and the fabric appeared. She stood and watched, fascinated 

– it was such beautiful fabric, glistening like silk, but with an added metallic quality, and a 

sort of glow of its own. Faroan held her close, and she leaned her head against his shoulder 

and relaxed, watching the loom create the fabric. Then all at once, it was done: Yaro said 

something, and Tereah went to the slab with the lights and put her hands into the lights, and 

the whole loom shuddered, and the threads stopped running and the fabric rolled up on itself, 

all at once. Yaro picked up the cloth, shook it out, and held it out to her. It was a rose pink 

dress, long and slinky, with a long slit up to the thigh –  

Sarah uttered a cry of delight, and seized it. Faroan pulled her dress off her in a single 

movement – it was a wrap-round dress and came off really easily – and she pulled the new 

one on over her head, and it clung to her in all the right places and hung freely in all the right 

places, and she did a twirl and cried, ‘Do you like it?’ and although she couldn’t understand a 

word the other two Imperials were saying, it was clear that they did. Their faces were 

delighted, as if they and she had done something really special. And Faroan was really happy 

too. He said, ‘Beautiful, darling,’ and she threw her arms about his neck and kissed him, and 

he kissed her very warmly. 

‘She’s so, so cute,’ said Tereah.  

‘These humans are,’ said Yaro. ‘My mum always says, if you’ve got a human pet, you’ll 

always have someone who’ll love you.’ 

‘Let me kiss her,’ said Tereah, and Faroan let go of Sarah for long enough for Tereah to 

kiss her lips and stroke her hair and look into her eyes and assure Sarah that she was very 

beautiful and so, so cute and the dress was gorgeous and any time she wanted a friend and a 
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cuddle she, Tereah, would be very happy to look after her; and then Yaro did the same. Sarah 

was left laughing happily but somehow aware that her mind and possibly her body had been 

invaded, and feeling a little anxious. Faroan decided that she was tired, and that he would take 

her back to his cave to rest. 

‘It works,’ he said. ‘Well done, children. You can produce heru cloth which will protect as 

well as clothe, and which will be whatever the wearer wants it to be.’ 

‘We can reclothe the Sacred People,’ said Tereah, ‘so we aren’t all skulking round in white 

basics.’ 

‘We can export our cloth to the Empire,’ said Yaro. ‘I’m sure this one will be delighted to 

advertise it for us.’ He indicated Sarah. 

‘I just have this fear that the Priestess will decide that only nobles and priestesses and their 

acolytes can wear colour,’ added Tereah. ‘Now we can make any colour, she’ll decide we 

can’t.’ 

‘You have the design,’ said Faroan. ‘If we can’t make it here, we can make it on Bessideh.’ 

Tereah looked at Sarah, lovely in her new dress, and grinned. ‘Yes,’ she said. 

Faroan looked down at Sarah, and said, ‘It’s time I took this one for some sleep. Sleep 

well, children,’ and led his ‘pet’ out. Tereah and Yaro watched them go. 

‘I want one,’ said Tereah. ‘A pretty little one like that.’ 

‘So do I,’ said Yaro. ‘Mum said they’re really good about the house as well. Her 

grandmum had one – a descendant of the ones we used to have before the war. But they all 

died out in the end. It was so sad. We couldn’t get new ones, and they don’t live very long.’ 

‘We’ll get some more,’ said Tereah. ‘We’ll go over to Bessideh with the Lord Emperor 

and see them and ask some to come back with us. And, when we’ve got a few, they can help 

us sell our heru cloth to the others.’ 

‘We’d better shut the machine up so that the birdies can’t damage it,’ said Yaro. He went 

over to the computer slab and put his hands into the halo of lights. A glow settled around the 

loom – an energy field, designed to keep prying hands out. Yaro fixed it with his own 

personal code and then said, ‘That should be safe now.’ 

‘Goodnight drink?’ asked Tereah. ‘I could murder a saula.’ 

‘All right. Your place?’ 

‘My place. I’ve got some in the cool box, and some fresh fruit to go with it.’ 

They went out together, turning out the lights and sealing the doors behind them. 

  

Sarah insisted on doing a little song and dance routine for Faroan before going to bed, to show 

off her dress. She was indeed, thought Faroan, very beautiful, and graceful, and very ready to 

give pleasure to others. He enjoyed her song, and the graceful movements with which she 

adorned it, and then he drew her into his arms and embraced her warmly, and she slipped out 

of her dress and laid it carefully on one side of the room (there was no where to hang 

anything, but she folded it up on a cushion, well out of the way) and then they lay on the pile 

of cushions which Faroan used as a bed, and made love, several times, until Sarah fell asleep 

with exhaustion. Faroan also slept in her arms. 

When they awoke, several hours later, it was dawn; the first light was coming through the 

door, and loud bird song filled the courtyard outside. Sarah yawned and stretched; Faroan 

kissed her, and led her through the rock-hewn passage to the underground waterfall and pool 

to bathe and frolic in the water. Sarah was starting to pay more attention to her surroundings; 

she noticed that again, like in the laboratories, the walls were very carefully smoothed and 

painted, but now there was a lot more decoration, all curling branches and leaves, and flowers 

and some fruit and birds. The floor was painted a pale green, again with coloured stones inset 

here and there, protruding at little above the rest of the floor. She found them a nuisance, but 

she supposed that bare-footed people might find them decorative. She wondered where the 
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scent in the pool came from, and how much it had cost to put in the in-wall solar-powered 

lighting. Everything looked well-established; she supposed that it had all been done many 

years ago. 

Back in Faroan’s cave, Faroan warmed some flat bread and brought out a fruit juice for 

breakfast – he kept the food in a small room adjoining his sleeping/living room, which Sarah 

supposed was like the pantry her grandmother had, a cool room for keeping food fresh. But it 

seemed very basic for such powerful people. After all, the Imperials had spaceships which 

could cross the galaxy in a leap, and they could heal terrible diseases, and they had healed her 

arm; but they had hardly any furniture in their houses, just cushions to sit on and sleep on, and 

those funny slabs with lights on which seemed to be their computers. The in-wall lighting was 

impressive, and the machine she had seen last night was very clever indeed. But they didn’t 

have music boxes or visuals or the journal, and they didn’t have refrigerators or central 

heating or dish washers or washing machines. On the other hand, if they all wore this heru 

cloth which never got dirty, she supposed that they didn’t need washing machines. 

After breakfast, she and Faroan went for a romantic walk along the clifftop, and met up 

with the two Imperials from last night, who were very nice to her (although she still couldn’t 

understand a word that they were saying), and were very emphatic to Faroan, who seemed to 

argue with them for a while. However, eventually he gave in and shrugged and said 

something that sounded like: ‘OK,’ which she guessed was the same in every language. Then 

he looked down at her, and said, ‘Darling, don’t look so anxious,’ and kissed her, so she 

kissed him back, very warmly, so warmly that she closed her eyes and relaxed into his 

embrace – and when she opened her eyes, they were back in the club: herself, and Faroan, and 

the two Imperials. 

The two Imperials seemed very surprised by their surroundings: they walked around, 

looking at the lights, and the furniture, and one walked across the room and looked out of the 

windows. It was still early in the morning, so there was no one around in the club, but then 

Sarah heard voices and thought the cleaners must be arriving – she looked around, and saw 

Ragnor and Greh come in through the main door. Then she let go of Faroan’s hand – and he 

let her go – and ran over to greet them, with a cry of ‘Look at my new dress! Isn’t it 

gorgeous?’ Ragnor seized her round the waist and kissed her, then stepped back and looked 

her up and down and said, ‘Yes, that’s amazing. Where did you get it?’ 

‘Faroan got it for me,’ said Sarah, smiling and quivering all over with delight, all but 

hopping up and down where she stood in her excitement and pleasure. ‘These two Imperials 

measured me up by eye, and then they programmed their computer – they have really funny 

computers, like the ones the medics have – and then they made it on their loom. And the loom 

sewed it up, all on the one machine. And it’s gorgeous!’ She did an excited twirl. 

Greh said, ‘Yes, that’s seriously impressive. Faroan, I’d no idea your experiments were 

getting on so well.’ 

‘My technicians have been working hard,’ said Faroan. ‘They’d like to export some of 

their production here. They’ve come to try to persuade Ragnor to market it for them.’ He 

gestured towards Tereah and Yaro, who were wandering around the floor of the club, looking 

at everything, poking at things and talking in their own language. 

‘They’ll have to learn Federation if they want to do that,’ remarked Greh. 

‘They’re hoping that you or I will translate for them,’ said Faroan, ‘and that just seeing 

Sarah will convert everyone to the idea.’ 

Tereah realised that she was being talked about, turned and hurried over to them, unrolling 

a roll of fabric that she had under her arm and holding it out like every market trader ever 

born who was attempting to sell cloth. The fabric was a lovely, fresh shade of yellow – the 

light in the club did not really do justice to it, but Ragnor noticed the glittery effect and said, 

‘That looks good. Bring it upstairs and we’ll talk.’ 
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Tereah looked quizzickly at Faroan, who mentally sent her a translation. She nodded, and 

turned to Yaro to pass on the message in a glance. Yaro, who was also carrying a roll of 

fabric, hurried over to join them, and Greh gestured everyone towards the lift up to Ragnor’s 

office. 

Upstairs in Ragnor’s committee meeting room, the fabric was unrolled over Ragnor’s 

committee table, and carefully examined by Ragnor and Sarah. Ragnor got on the caller and 

summoned a few of his business associates over. Sarah did a few more twirls, out of simple 

excitement. Greh tried to impress on Tereah and Yaro that they should not try to seduce the 

humans – ‘They don’t mix business and pleasure’ – and that it would be a good idea if they 

learned some of the Federal language. ‘You can read their minds, but they can’t read yours.’ 

‘They’ll need to learn the Sacred Tongue if they are part of the Empire,’ said Yaro. 

‘They speak the modern version – it’s called Federation,’ said Greh. ‘Intelligent people 

should have no trouble learning it.’ 

Tereah and Yaro shrugged. They had already learned that Lord Greh could be funny about 

the subject races.  

‘My grandmum used to have a human pet,’ said Yaro. ‘I’ve seen pictures. He had beautiful 

shiny brown skin and was very intelligent.’ 

‘Ah, yes, the Ardeler family always had pets,’ said Greh, who knew about this from 

Aoan’s memories. ‘You’ll find that his family on Earth still have fond memories of you, too.  

I’ll take you next time I go to Earth. Perhaps one or two of them will want to go to Thorion 

with you to see where he lived. But you’ll have to learn their language first.’ 

‘I’ll come too,’ said Tereah. ‘I’m sure they want to buy our heru cloth.’ 

Greh looked at her consideringly; he could read her electro-magnetic field, and he knew 

that she, like Yaro, wanted a cute human like Sarah for her very own. 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘they will. But you will probably have to use an intermediary – me, and my 

friend Mick.’ 

‘So can we meet your friend Mick?’ asked Yaro. 

‘Only if you promise not to seduce him. Now,’ said Greh, whose hair had started twitching 

about his head, ‘Ragnor’s business associates are coming. Smile, try not to terrify them, and 

don’t stare into their heads. And you can’t have any of these as pets – I need them to help me 

run Bessideh.’ 

The two young Rhuaans gave him a look which said, ‘We’re promising nothing,’ and Greh 

sighed inwardly. Clearly he would have to take these two back to Thorion before he and 

Faroan could go and talk to Daaneh about advisory assemblies. 

 

But in the event they left the samples of cloth with Ragnor and Sarah – Sarah still doing twirls 

and talking volubly to Ragnor’s associates about the wonders of heru cloth and how it was 

made – and walked over to the governor’s building together. Daaneh was pleased to see them 

– she often complained that ‘Thorion doesn’t take any interest in what we’re doing here,’ but 

was not happy when she heard what Lord Greh and the Emperor wanted to talk about. 

‘Listen to their views? They don’t have any,’ she declared. 

‘Not at the moment,’ said Greh, ‘because they haven’t stopped to think about it. But if they 

have a proper arena in which to express their views, you will be surprised at what they come 

up with.’ He had listened to Ragnor and his associates discussing the administration of their 

businesses, and was sure that once they set their minds to running the city, they could do it 

quite efficiently. 

‘I refuse,’ said Daaneh. ‘I am here to govern the planet, not to abrogate my 

responsibilities.’ 

‘You won’t be abrogating your responsibilities,’ said Greh. ‘You’ll be allowing the people 

you rule to approach you within an organised and restricted arena, with regulations to prevent 
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their acting inappropriately, and you don’t have to do anything that they suggest. But this will 

reduce the danger of rebellion, and allow you to keep an eye on what they are doing. You will 

have a much better insight into the running of their society, and you’ll be able to see their 

needs and deal with them much more effectively than you can at present – not necessarily 

from what they say, but often from what they don’t say.’ 

Daaneh frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ she demanded. 

‘Well – at the moment, all the business people in town think about is making money. They 

don’t see the need to help the poor. You might decide that you need to change the educational 

syllabus so that children learn the imperative to help those less fortunate than themselves. 

And you might persuade the business community that it would improve their image if they 

donated to a fund to help those in need. So you would be acting on the basis of what they 

don’t say, rather than what they do.’ 

It was a weak argument, but it appealed to one of the imperatives which the Priestess 

drummed into her acolytes – the need for mutual aid, and balance in society – and he coupled 

it with a gentle urging on her mind, gently flowing his electro-magnetic field around hers, to 

persuade and urge her. He saw Daaneh’s hair twitch angrily, rise a little off her shoulders, and 

then settle again. 

‘So you think this could help me discharge my duties as governor more effectively,’ she 

said, a little grumpily. 

‘When Memnon described it to me, I realised that this was what the Empire had lacked 

before the war,’ said Faroan. ‘If we had had such assemblies, I could have undercut the 

rebellious generals and placated dissent, and the war would never have happened.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Daaneh. ‘So when the assembly meets, I should be able to identify hot-spots of 

anger and hurt among the people there? And then I can cure them.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘They will bring their anger and hurt with them to the assembly, and then 

you will be able to see it and cure it.’ 

Daaneh shook back her hair. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I will allow you to progress this, lord. 

Your people in the city will organise it, I assume.’ 

Greh smiled to himself – Daaneh could never put herself out to do complex organisational 

work; that was below her. She simply oversaw and cared, as she put it. ‘Yes,’ he said, 

‘They’ll organise it. I think you should keep an eye on them.’ 

‘Yes, yes,’ said Daaneh, tossing her head. ‘Now, who are these two?’ – looking at Tereah 

and Yaro, who touched hands to foreheads in respect. 

‘Lady,’ said Tereah, ‘we are technicians who work for the Lord Emperor. We have been 

developing new ways of weaving heru cloth. We would like to sell this cloth to the people of 

Bessideh.’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Daaneh. ‘They wear such barbarous fabrics here. Heru won’t grow on 

Bessideh, you see. Of course – that’s an excellent idea. Sell whatever you want, children.’ 

Tereah and Yaro glowed. ‘We have developed new ways of colouring the cloth,’ said 

Yaro, ‘and making it more protective, so that it repels the disrupted energy field of the 

planet.’ 

‘That’s excellent,’ said Daaneh. ‘You have my permission to sell it here. Now, you may 

go. I have a great deal to do this morning.’ 

So they all rose, and Daaneh bowed to the Emperor and to Lord Greh, and Tereah and 

Yaro bowed to her, and the visitors made their escape. 

‘Doesn’t she care that we are going to sell high status cloth to humans and Gustu?’ asked 

Yaro, as they left the building. 

‘She hasn’t thought of it. She won’t realise until it’s too late,’ said Greh. ‘Don’t ask 

questions – just get on with it.’ 

‘That’s fine,’ said Yaro. ‘Is it fine if we get some pets too, while we’re here?’ 
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‘No,’ said Greh, ‘we’ll go back to Ragnor’s and close some deals, and then I’ll take you 

back to Thorion. Next time I’m going to Earth I’ll take you with me to meet your family’s 

people. And start learning Federation. Then you can chat up the humans – but not my 

business people, please.’ 

Tereah and Yaro giggled, and Greh thought: so far I’ve only had to deal with the military 

among the Sacred People, and the Priestess’s acolytes, all of whom see the other races as 

people to be protected but not mixed with. But when the rest of the Sacred People from 

Thorion start meeting the other races – he remembered when Junias and her children and her 

other workers, all Marys, had come to Thorion from Herluin with the new ships – the Sacred 

People had made a great fuss of them, and the Priestess had tried to seduce Ipse, and Faroan 

had seduced Memnon. He didn’t know which other Marys had been seduced. Clearly he 

couldn’t trust his own people to leave the other races alone. There’ll be a scandal if I’m not 

careful, he thought. The Sacred People are living up to all the old propaganda against them … 

Well, they are supposed to be intelligent. If I tell them that they have to learn the language 

first, it might curb their passion … 

… but he knew that it probably wouldn’t. They can’t do this – these are my humans! he 

thought, but he knew that this was unreasonable – no one owns the humans, they own 

themselves, and it’s up to them to choose whether they want to be pets or not, and whose pets 

they want to be. OK, so my own pets didn’t have a lot of choice; I seduced them. That’s fine 

when it’s me – I know humans, I understand them, I was a human until recently. But these 

Sacred People – what do they know? 

What, indeed? A long tradition of loving and caring for humans, of cherishing them as 

valued members of the household, in short, of spoiling them silly. Had he the right to deprive 

‘his’ humans of that? 

But they’ll be no better than slaves! Like those Mary writers, complaining that they have 

no freedom, not even the freedom to make mistakes. The Sacred People take even that basic 

right, and force the humans into a sort of sugar-sweet slavery. I can’t let that happen. But am I 

already treating ‘my’ humans like that? Cossetting them and protecting them? I have to let 

them make their own mistakes. And do I have the right to stop the Sacred People loving 

them? The Sacred People have always loved humans, ever since the time of Julie Smythe (he 

knew this from Aoan’s memories), and it is a basic part of their society to love and care for 

the ‘lesser’ races. Of course that attitude led directly to the Great War. Now I’m going to let 

the other races have more self-determination, let them advise the governors and give them a 

say in whether they are taxed and what their taxes are used for. The Sacred People won’t like 

that – Faroan is happy because I want it and he loves me, and he realises it’s the only way. 

But the others won’t like it. And this is the Sacred People’s Empire. They have to help rebuild 

it, they have to help run it, and they’ll want to have pets from the lesser races. How am I 

going to stop them abusing their mental power over them?  

Aloud, he said, ‘You can’t have pets unless you learn their language first. It isn’t fair to 

seduce someone when you can’t even explain to them what you are doing.’ 

Tereah laughed. ‘Has the Lord Emperor learned?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Faroan. ‘I prefer not to speak it, but I have learned it, and I speak it to Sarah 

and the other humans. To the Marys and Gustu I speak their own languages.’ 

‘How did you learn it?’ asked Tereah, and Faroan shrugged and said, ‘Lord Greh taught 

me.’ 

‘You can enable us,’ said Tereah to Greh. ‘You can give us the language, Lord.’ 

‘Just mind-enable us,’ said Yaro, ‘that will be enough.’ 

Greh frowned. ‘It’s better to learn a language by your own efforts,’ he said. ‘Then it’s fully 

integrated into the mind. If I simply drop the language into your memories, it will be only 

surface knowledge – you won’t have proper facility in the language.’ 
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‘But we need it, so that we can persuade them to buy our cloth,’ said Tereah. ‘And we 

don’t have time to learn.’ 

‘You can mind-enable us in a few minutes,’ said Yaro. ‘Then we can work on improving it 

by ourselves.’ 

Greh sighed in exasperation. The youth of today! – have they no capacity for hard work? 

he asked himself, although in actual fact his body was around nineteen years old, whereas 

Tereah and Yaro, as young Rhuaans, were both in their seventies; but with Aoan’s memories 

he felt much older. He knew perfectly well, and he knew that they knew he knew, that Tereah 

and Yaro just wanted enough command of the Federal language to seduce some nice humans, 

and that they could not be bothered to put in the work required to learn the language. He 

glanced at Faroan, whose glance said: ‘Patience, darling – they have worked very hard on the 

heru project, and they’ve got good results; see this as their reward.’ 

Greh relaxed. OK, he thought, I’m giving them a little reward for serving the Emperor. 

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let me look into your head, Tereah.’ 

She was happy to stop walking – just as she was, in the street of Bessideh, with humans 

and Gustu and a few Marys walking around them – and let him look into her eyes, and then 

let him pour information into her memory – and then he stepped back, and she blinked and 

shook her head, and said in the Federation language: ‘Wow,’ and then laughed. Greh repeated 

the process with Yaro, who said, ‘Great,’ and then, ‘So when we go to Earth, all the humans 

speak this language?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘some of them do. They all have their own separate languages.’ 

‘So I’ll have to learn another language to speak to the T’omba?’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘My family’s humans. The family is called T’omba.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Greh. ‘Yes, you’ll have to learn another language. Possibly two.’ He began to 

walk on down the street – the club was just around the corner from here. Aoan’s memories 

had not specified whereabouts on Earth the Ardelers had found their famous human pets, who 

were so good at technology and design and had lived with them on Thorion for so many 

generations. Aoan’s memories did not, of course, cover the period after the Great War, but 

from what Yaro had said, he guessed that these pets died out around four hundred years ago, 

unable to carry on reproducing their line indefinitely after the war had cut off connections 

with Earth. Aoan hadn’t even known their human name – on Thorion they were called ‘Na-

harhon,’ the designers. But now it was clear that they were from central or southern Africa. 

‘Do you have any way of locating them?’ he asked. ‘I can search, but Aoan thought you had a 

locator.’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Yaro. ‘It doesn’t work now. I guess that they’ve turned off the one at their 

end.’ 

Greh guessed that this was some sort of interstellar caller system, of the sort he would 

dearly love to reinstate. ‘It’s possible it’s broken,’ he said. ‘Still, it’s a start. But they should 

speak Federation, and I guess that they’ll also speak English – which I know.’ 

‘No problems, then,’ said Yaro, in the tone of one who wonders what all the fuss was 

about. Greh sighed. ‘Can you show me the locator?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps we can fix it.’ 

‘When we get back to Thorion,’ said Yaro. ‘My mum’s got it at home.’ 

 

Some hours later, they had closed a deal with Ragnor’s syndicate of Bessiday business people 

for the supply of a hundred bolts of heru cloth in a variety of colours; Sarah had been 

photographed in a dozen different poses in her new dress, for the marketing campaign; and 

Ragnor’s ‘splash’ in the journals about representative assemblies had started to make an 

impact on his readership. Calls were flooding in to his switchboard, and he called a committee 

meeting to discuss them. At this point, Greh departed, leaving him and Sarah with kisses and 
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a promise to return on the following day; and he took Faroan, Yaro and Tereah over to 

Herluin, to collect Memnon, and to allow Tereah and Yaro to show off samples of their new 

cloth to Miss Mee, who was impressed but pretended not to be.  Memnon chattered about the 

plans for a Mary medical centre, and Tereah and Yaro boasted about their cloth, until Greh 

took Mary and Rhuaans back to Thorion, where he and Faroan put together a meal for all of 

them, and they sat on cushions in Faroan’s living room discussing the future of heru cloth and 

Mary medical centres and elected assemblies until late into the evening. At last Tereah and 

Yaro went off to their respective homes for the night, and Faroan, Memnon and Greh settled 

down together to sleep. 

Late, late at night – or early in the morning, when Memnon was asleep, Faroan asked his 

wife: ‘Are you worried about allowing Yaro to bring his family’s pets to Thorion, darling? 

They used to be an asset to the community.’ 

‘So I understand,’ said Greh. ‘I’m just worried that Yaro won’t realise that humans have 

rights, darling. I’m afraid he’ll try to kidnap one of them, which will stir up the humans of 

Earth against us.’ 

‘You’ll have to go with him, and make sure he doesn’t.’ 

‘Yes, I’ll take him with me tomorrow when I go to fetch Ray and Carl. It’s time I went 

back to Earth again.’ 
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7: Old family ties 

 

Soba T’omba sat on the tram, in his best suit, wishing that he was going out of town to his 

grandmother’s home in the country rather than going to visit Great Aunt Miri in the city. All 

week he worked in his government office, bent over a computer screen or over piles of paper 

or on the caller, looking forward to the weekend when he could escape to the relative fresh air 

of the village. But Great Aunt Miri had summoned him, and he had no excuse – no wife, no 

girlfriend – to prevent his going. So he had to put on his best suit and take the tram across the 

city to his great aunt’s flat, wishing that he were not the youngest, and that he had wife and 

children like his older brothers, or had travelled far away for business like his sisters, and was 

no longer available to be summoned. 

He did not know his great aunt well. She appeared at family functions – he had last seen 

her at a cousin’s wedding – but generally she lived her own life. She had been something 

important in a big multi-national mining conglomerate – she had qualifications in chemistry 

and geology – but she had retired years ago. Family gossip said that she thought the rest of the 

family were all beneath her. Family gossip also said that she was very rich, and planned to 

leave all of her money to the nearest charity, just to spite them all. Soba told himself that he 

didn’t care. He had a very good job in the government, and excellent prospects. He didn’t 

need his great aunt’s contacts, or her advice, or her money. 

But the summons had come – something on the lines that she ‘would be glad if he would 

come to tea’ – very formal and old-fashioned. He had been going to ignore it, but when he 

mentioned it to his mum on the caller, she said that he had better go. ‘One of us should be 

friendly to her,’ she said. ‘We need to keep her in the family.’ So here I go, thought Soba, the 

sacrificial goat. 

He looked around at the other people on the tram. It was the usual commuting crowd – 

people in suits, office workers, and people dressed more casually, those who worked for 

themselves, people from the theatre and the arts centre, shoppers and tourists, workers in 

overalls and dusty outdoor clothes. Some carried briefcases, some shoulder bags and 

backpacks. He wondered where they were all going and whether any of them were going to a 

rendez-vous they dreaded as much as his meeting with his great-aunt. 

Great-aunt – even the title sounds formidable. An elderly and formidable woman. Someone 

who wants to order me about. 

The tram slid to a standstill – it was his stop. He got up, worked his way around the other 

passengers and got off. Above him loomed the block of flats where his great-aunt lived – he 

headed for the flight of marble steps up to the entrance. 

Inside, the entrance hall was paved with white and black tiles, and a lift went up in one 

corner, the stairs in another. Soba checked the lift – sometimes lifts worked and sometimes 

they didn’t. This was one of those that didn’t. He headed for the stairs. At least the building 

was clean and cool, and it was really no labour to climb five floors. 

On the fifth floor, he walked along a well-lit landing to his aunt’s door. Her name was 

displayed next to it: Miriam T’omba, followed by a string of letters which designated her 

qualifications. He pressed the door bell. As the electrical supply was powered by solar panels 

on the sides of the buildings, and as one thing the city had plenty of was sunshine, at least the 

door bells always worked – even if the lifts didn’t. 

The door opened; a remarkably young-looking older woman stood there. He vaguely 

recognised his aunt, looking far more relaxed and younger than she had at his cousin’s 

wedding, in her best suit. She smiled at him. ‘Soba! You’re looking well. So glad you could 

come. Come in.’ 
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He entered, a little stiffly but more relaxed than formerly. Perhaps his great-aunt was 

human, after all? He followed her down a short passage and into her lounge – a large, bright, 

well-lit room, with big picture-windows looking over the street below on one side, a side road 

on another and a park at the back. All the furnishings were light-coloured, and the soft chairs 

were new. She gestured to him to put down his briefcase and to seat himself, so he did; she 

brought him a cup of tea and a slice of cake, and sat down on a chair facing his, across the 

room. 

‘Well, Soba! And how’s the department?’ 

She meant the government department where he worked. ‘It’s fine. Usual problems of the 

time of year, but it’s fine.’ 

‘How is the new minister shaping up?’ 

‘Well, I had my doubts when the President chose him, but – he’s doing OK.’ 

His great-aunt nodded. Earth’s governor chose the presidents of each nation (except for 

those which still had hereditary heads of state, of course), and each president chose their own 

ministers. And who chose the governor? In theory, it was the President of the Federation, but 

in practice the previous governor nominated their successor. It was a wonder to her that any 

talent survived all this nepotism, but somehow the system worked despite all the potential for 

mismanagement. It was people like her great-nephew who kept it working. 

‘I asked you to come because I wanted to give you something,’ she said, ‘something that’s 

been in the family a long time. It came to me from my mother, and she got it from her father. I 

don’t have any children, of course, so I need to pass it on to a suitable relative. I’ve been 

watching your career, and I think you’ll make best use of it.’ 

‘What is it?’ asked Soba. 

‘This,’ she said, and – setting aside her own tea cup – she got up from her chair, and held 

out to him an object – something curved on one side and flattened on the other, which fitted 

into the palm of her hand. He reached out his hands for it, and when she placed it in them he 

thought at first that it was a carved wooden egg, but then he realised that it was flat on one 

side, and so more like half an egg, but it was also shaped as if there had been another half into 

which this one fitted. When he looked at the flattened side, he saw that it was covered in 

dimples. Although at first he had thought that it was made of wood, he realised that it wasn’t 

– nor was it made of metal or plastic. In fact, he had no idea what it was made of. 

‘What is it?’ he said again, rubbing his fingers over the dimples. 

‘My mother called it the locutor,’ said Great-aunt Miri, ‘which means the speaker; but I 

don’t know to whom it speaks, or how. I’ve thought for a long time that it might be some sort 

of caller, working on radio waves, and I suspect that those dimples operate it, but any 

markings on them wore off a long time ago. In any case, it wasn’t made on Earth. A story 

comes with it – would you like to hear it?’ 

‘OK,’ he said, settling back in his chair. This was becoming a cosy family evening, with 

story telling, as in his childhood – not at all the terrors he had imagined during his tram 

journey. 

She seated herself again and picked up her tea cup, taking a sip from it. ‘A long time ago, 

in the times of the Old Ones, a member of our family won a scholarship to the Old One’s 

planet, to train as a scientist. When he got there, he was very lonely and home sick, and spent 

all his time weeping and longing for home. Then one day he heard weeping, and when he 

looked for the source of the weeping, he found a graceful girl with long black hair, hiding in 

the shade of some trees, crying her eyes out. When he asked her what was wrong, she said she 

was missing her family, who lived on the other side of the planet. 

‘Well, our ancestor told her that he came from a lot further away than that, and that he 

missed his family more than she did. At first she was cross, and they argued; and then they 

saw how silly they were being, and they laughed and became friends. So after that they were 
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not lonely any more. And when they had holidays, he went with her to visit her family. They 

became very fond of him, and at last he and the girl married and raised a family. And they 

were both very successful scientists and did a lot of important work. But our ancestor also set 

up a centre for our people on the Old One’s planet so that whenever any people went from 

Earth they always found somewhere to welcome them. And every generation, one of our 

family would go to the Old One’s planet to live with their family and to train as a scientist. 

The family were called the Hardelers, which means technicians, or something like that. And 

the T’ombas on Earth had the locutor so that they could talk to the T’ombas on the Old Ones’ 

planet whenever they wanted to. 

‘But then came war, and no one could go to the Old Ones’ planet anymore, and no one 

knows what became of the T’ombas who were stranded there. The locutor did not work 

anymore, and we had no means of contacting them. But now I see in the journal and on the 

visual that the Old Ones are returning – there are pictures and news reports. So I think that we 

may be able to visit the Old Ones’ planet again. I’m too old for gallivanting round the galaxy 

now, but you are young, and unattached, and ambitious. So I decided to offer you the locutor. 

Do you want it?’ 

Soba stared at her, startled by this sudden jump from long-ago story to modern day reality. 

Then he looked at the object in his hand. Surely Great-aunt Miri must be right – those dimples 

must be the controls. Surely it must be possible to make it work? 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I’d love it. Thank you.’ He turned it over in his hand, feeling it carefully, 

searching for some joint or edge where it could be opened to reveal long-dead batteries, or 

rusted wires – but it appeared that the object was solid. He held it to his ear and shook it – 

nothing. He rubbed it on his trousers – not even a hint of static electricity. 

Great-aunt Miri laughed at his antics. ‘I’ve tried everything,’ she said. ‘I’ve left it on the 

windowsill in the sunlight in case it needed recharging with solar energy, and in the moon and 

starlight in case it needed recharging with a different wavelength. I’ve carried it on me all day 

in case motion recharged it, and I’ve buried it in the ground in case it draws its energy from 

the planet. I’ve put it next to magnets and under water. Nothing has any effect. It hasn’t 

changed in any way in all the years I’ve had it.’ 

‘If it’s just a caller unit,’ said Soba, ‘then it was probably linked to a relay station in outer 

space – and I understand that none of them work any more.’ 

‘Hum,’ said his great aunt. ‘Some of them do, but their entire capacity is used for official 

communications. There’s no spare capacity for normal people. In any case, if it links to a 

relay station which relays to the Old One’s planet, it was probably destroyed in the war.’ 

‘So it can’t possibly work,’ said Soba, turning it over and over in his hand. 

‘Now that the Old Ones are on the move, it might start to work again. I assume they’ll 

repair their relays.’ 

Soba held the object up to his ear again, and shook it, but so far as he could tell it was 

solid. 

‘Put it away,’ said his great-aunt, ‘and tell me how your mother is doing. I haven’t seen her 

to talk to for ages.’ 

Soba regretfully did as he was told, and began to talk ‘family’. He would have a proper 

look at the locutor when he got it back to his own flat. 

 

A couple of hours later, travelling back across the city on the tram, he pulled the locutor out 

of his jacket pocket and looked at it. It was pale-coloured, but he would have been hard put to 

define the colour – it was not beige, or grey, or cream, nor was it white, or silver; it was not 

shiny, but it was not really matt, and the outer surface was slightly soft to the touch as if it 

was covered in suede, but smooth to the eye. The dimples on the flat side, the ‘inner side’ as 

he thought of it, were smooth and soft to the touch, but when he pressed them nothing 
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happened. He wondered whether sound might activate it, but he could hardly try sound while 

he was in a public place. He put it safely away in his pocket. 

Back in his tenth-floor flat, he made himself a warm drink and sat on his favourite chair by 

the window of his living room, looking out across the street. The sun was setting, and the 

whole city seemed different as the quality of light changed. He got the locutor out of his 

jacket pocket and held it in his hand. ‘Do you react to sound?’ he said to it, and hummed at it 

a little. Nothing happened, so he decided to sing to it, then realised that he didn’t know any 

songs, then remembered an old song his mother used to sing to him at bedtimes and tried that: 

‘A little brown mouse went out one day, out in the field she went to play, along came the lion 

with a roar, roar, roar, and the little brown mouse ran away.’ 

Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought that the locutor seemed to quiver in his 

hand, so he sang the next verse of the song, imitating his mother’s intonation. Holding it up 

close to his mouth, he said, ‘Hardeler, Hardeler, are you there? This is Soba T’omba calling. 

Are you there? Speak to me.’ 

The locutor was definitely doing something – he could feel it throbbing in his hand. He 

looked at it, and realised that the dimples were glowing. He said: ‘Hardeler, are you there?’ 

and was amazed to see the dimples flash on and off in response. ‘I can’t hear you,’ he said. 

‘I’m not getting any reception.’ 

Then he heard a voice singing his song – at first he thought it was his own, played back at 

him, but then realised that the sonics were too different. He responded, singing back at the 

locutor: ‘A little brown mouse went out one day, out in the field she went to play, along came 

the ox with a moo, moo, moo, and the little brown mouse ran away,’ – and he heard the voice 

change its words to match his. Then the voice sang another verse, but its lilting tone was so 

distorted by the locutor – or so far away? – that he could not make it out, although he thought 

it might have been the verse about the vulture: ‘Along came the vulture with a caw, caw, caw 

…’ 

Then the locutor said, quite clearly: ‘T’omba, T’omba, locutor,’ and fell silent. 

Soba sat stunned, looking at the locutor. The dimples were still glowing – they picked out a 

pattern on the flat surface. For some reason, he tapped at the lighted dimples and felt the 

locutor grow warm in his hand. Then a voice said, very clearly, ‘T’omba!’ and he realised that 

there was someone else in the room with him, swung around to see who it was, and dropped 

the locutor on the floor. 

There were two other figures there. They were not humans. They were very tall and 

slender, with chalk white skin. One had long black hair, and the other had long golden hair, 

but it was very strange hair because it moved about their heads as if it was alive. They were 

both wearing knee-length tunics: the black one wore emerald green and the blond one wore 

deep blue. The blond one had a deep blue head band; the other had nothing on its head. They 

had bare legs and feet. Soba had a sudden, overwhelming desire to fall on his face before 

them, but he resisted it – humans do not fall on their faces before anyone. Instead, he rose to 

his feet in as formal a manner as he could, and said in the common tongue of the Federation, 

‘Welcome to my humble home. Do sit down and make yourselves comfortable. Would you 

like any refreshment?’ 

The black-haired one stared at him very intently as he said this, as if it was following what 

he was saying with great care – as if it couldn’t speak the language very well. The golden-

haired one smiled in a friendly manner and said, ‘Thank you. My name is Grehoan, also 

known as Graham Bradley. This is Yaro Ardeler and I guess that you are Soba T’omba. Yaro, 

show him the other half of his locator.’ 

The black-haired one, who was clearly Yaro Hardeler, held out its right hand to Soba and 

opened it to reveal what was clearly the other half of the locutor. Bending to pick up his half 

from the floor, Soba approached Yaro and took his locutor, placing his own next to it. The 
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two fitted perfectly into each other. He held them in his hand, staring in wonder as they 

seemed to merge together, and began to glow gently. 

‘Good,’ said Yaro. His voice was lilting, with interesting sonics – clearly it had been him 

singing. ‘Now they can recharge. Soba, can I kiss you?’ and before the startled human could 

say anything, he had engulfed him in a warm embrace. 

‘Yaro,’ said Greh, ‘Let him go! It isn’t polite to kiss a human before you’ve been properly 

introduced.’ 

‘But he’s my T’omba. And he called me.’ 

‘I don’t think he knew he was calling you – he was just playing with the locator.’ 

‘He sang my mum’s song.’ 

‘At a guess, it’s the song your families made up to sing to each other. Now, let him go,’ 

and Greh stepped in and forcibly separated Yaro from Soba. 

‘I’ve come to ask you to come back with me to Thorion,’ said Yaro, before either Greh or 

Soba could get a word in. ‘My mum says that the house isn’t the same without a T’omba, and 

I want you to be my pet.’ 

‘I think the word to use here is “partner”,’ said Greh quietly, but Yaro brushed this aside. 

‘Will you come?’ he said to Soba again. ‘We always had a T’omba before the war, but the 

last one died about four hundred years ago.’ 

‘So they’re all dead?’ Soba felt a stab of terrible grief, which was silly, he told himself – 

until a few hours ago he had not even known that he had relatives in outer space. 

‘Yes. Isn’t it terrible? Humans live such a short time. But Mum still had the locator, and I 

used it to call you. It was very difficult to activate yours, but Lord Greh helped.’ Yaro glanced 

at Greh to acknowledge his assistance. 

‘Great-aunt Miri called it the locutor,’ said Soba cautiously. 

‘Yes, I think that’s the original word,’ agreed Greh. ‘It means “speaker”.’ 

‘That’s what great-aunt said,’ agreed Soba. ‘She couldn’t get it to work, but I tried singing 

to it.’ 

‘Yes, that’s the activation song,’ said Yaro. ‘The mouse is afraid until her friend comes to 

help her in the last verse.’ 

Soba had to smile. As a little boy he had always loved the last verse, when the big elephant 

comes to rescue the little mouse. ‘Great-aunt didn’t know it,’ he said. 

‘That’s because she’s never had children of her own,’ said Greh. 

‘But neither have I!’ 

‘You can still remember being one. Also, I guess you intend to have them one day. Now, 

Soba, I’m sorry to disturb your evening like this, but I have come with Yaro to invite you to 

visit Thorion, to see where your relatives used to live and to meet the Ardelers who were their 

partners. I can take you there and back in the twinkling of an eye – well, almost – and Yaro is 

extremely anxious that you should come. I must point out that at the age of seventy he is the 

equivalent of about twenty human years, so you may find him a little childish. But I think his 

mother is about two hundred, so she’s a bit more grown up.’ 

‘I’m twenty-five,’ said Soba faintly. 

‘I know. I’ve done some research into you for Yaro. We can promise you a warm 

welcome, and I’ll bring you back before work tomorrow – or is it the weekend?’ 

‘Yes. I mean, yes, it’s the weekend.’ 

‘Well, did you have anything planned?’ 

‘Not really. I thought of going out to the village to see Mum –’ 

‘Well, come to Thorion and see the Ardelers. Then you’ll have something impressive to 

tell your Mum about next weekend.’ Greh gave Soba a big, mischievous grin. 

‘I’ll just pack,’ said Soba, starting to move towards his bedroom. 
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‘Oh, no, we’ll provide the clothes! Please,’ said Yaro. Soba looked at him – with his huge, 

black eyes, he looked almost like a pleading spaniel dog. 

‘I need a toothbrush,’ he said. 

‘I’ll provide that,’ said Greh, and he took Soba’s right hand in his own, and Yaro’s in his 

left – and suddenly Soba felt a wrench as if, he felt, he’d been shoved through a hedge 

backwards, and he was standing in the open air, in the fresh early-morning light, and birds 

were singing, and the breeze was blowing, and he realised that he was somewhere else 

entirely. He was in an open wood, with tall trees which reminded him of eucalyptus in the 

colour of their leaves and bark, but with grass growing under them, and some flowers – 

yellow, blue and white. The trees were widely spaced, and there was more sunlight than 

shade. 

‘This is Thorion,’ said Yaro, ‘and just down here is my home.’ He grabbed Soba’s right 

hand and dragged the startled man down a cobbled path towards what looked to Soba like a 

small marble temple, standing in the dappled shade of the trees. It had columns all round it, 

holding up a slightly-sloped roof; the building within the columns had tall windows and must 

be very well lit inside. Greh followed them at a fast trot, determined to keep a protective eye 

on Soba. 

As they approached the entrance to the building, a tall, white-skinned figure with long 

black hair, and wearing a knee-length pearly-grey tunic, appeared in the doorway. It stopped 

short at seeing them, and then cried: ‘T’omba!’ and rushed out to greet Soba with a hug and 

kisses and a volley of speech, not one word of which he understood. 

‘Lady,’ said Greh, coming up beside her, ‘have mercy on the human – he doesn’t speak our 

language.’ 

‘Oh, we must enable him,’ she said. Greh put a hand in front of her eyes. 

‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s not a pet. The T’ombas were never your pets. They were your 

partners. That’s why you were the Ardelers – you were technicians who combined the skills 

of the Sacred People and humans. You mustn’t mind-turn him.’ 

She flashed her eyes at him, but he stood firm. ‘I agreed to help Yaro on condition that you 

remembered the old agreement,’ he said. ‘You remember the activation song – the elephant 

helped the mouse – it didn’t eat it, or exploit it.’ 

‘But he has to learn our language,’ she said. 

‘Only if you also learn his. You can teach each other.’ 

She looked helplessly at Yaro, who said to Soba, ‘My mother greets you from her heart 

and regrets that she does not speak your language. Lord Greh says that she will learn. Please 

come into our home and be welcome.’ 

Soba looked at him, at the woman and then at Greh. His expression was strained as he said, 

‘I’d be very grateful if you’d come with me, Mr Bradley.’ 

Greh smiled at him and said, ‘Gladly.’ He took Soba’s left hand in his right, and walked 

with him past the columns and under the door lintel into the house after Yaro’s mother; Yaro 

brought up the rear. 

The front wall was incredibly thick – around ten feet, Soba thought. Inside, the house was 

simply a large room, apparently open to the sky. The floor was covered in slabs of creamy-

white marble, except for a pool slightly to the right of the centre of the floor, which was fed 

by a spring which bubbled up in the middle of it, and which flowed out into a little rivulet that 

trickled across the floor and vanished under the front wall. There were archways in the wall 

on either side of the main entrance – they had no door, but were concealed with cloth 

hangings. That accounted for the thick wall, thought Soba – there were rooms within the wall. 

The two side walls were much less substantial, and were pierced by many tall floor-to-ceiling 

windows, but the end wall was solid white stone, without any archways in it. There was no 

furniture except piles of brightly-coloured cushions; and to the left side of the room, towards 
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the back wall, stood three large floor pots or storage jars, decorated with bright colours, which 

Soba guessed were used for storing food, like the jars his grandmother had at home. There 

was also a low table, on which stood a pile of plates and some small bowls, presumably for 

holding food or drink. There were no pictures on the walls, no ornaments, no hangings or 

drapes except for the two plain hangings over the archways in the front wall, no books, not 

even a clock. To his left, next to the wall between two windows there was a grey slab, about 

the size of his great-aunt’s coffee table, which seemed to hover above the floor at about 

coffee-table level, and which had a rippled upper surface with lights moving across it – an 

effect of the sunlight, perhaps, thought Soba. He wondered what it was – the top surface 

looked too uneven for a coffee table, and he couldn’t see its legs. Surely it couldn’t really be 

floating? 

There was a rustling noise above him, and Soba looked up. Overhead was a white bird, like 

a dove, apparently sitting on thin air. After a moment he realised that in fact the roof was 

made of a clear substance, and the bird was sitting on it. It ruffled its feathers, and then began 

to coo, exactly like a dove at home, thought Soba. He stared at it for a moment, then 

remembered his manners and looked back at Yaro and his mother, and Graham Bradley, who 

were awaiting his reaction to the room. 

‘Do you like it?’ said Yaro. ‘It’s a very modern house. T’omba and my ancestors designed 

and built it.’ 

‘Modern?’ said Soba. ‘How old is it?’ 

‘Only two thousand years old.’ 

Soba goggled, and Gray said quickly: ‘Most dwellings on Thorion are thousands of years 

old. The oldest are carved out of the rock of the Sapphire Cape, where the Priestess and the 

Emperor live and the laboratories are, where Yaro works. That is on the other side of the 

mountain from here – over here the dwellings are not carved out of the rock but built on the 

surface or partly sunk into the ground.’ 

‘Are there many people living in this wood?’ asked Soba. 

‘A few hundred,’ said Yaro. ‘It’s densely populated.’ 

Soba thought of the city which was his home and said, ‘It’s quite different from where I 

live.’ 

‘Yes, your house is on top of other houses, making a hill of houses. It’s very ingenious,’ 

said Yaro. He was about to say more, but his mother interrupted him with a wave of her hand, 

beckoning Soba further into the room, gesturing to him to sit down on a cushion, and fetching 

him a bowl of liquid – cool water, Soba discovered when he set it to his lips. 

‘It’s from our own pool,’ said Yaro, gesturing to the pool in the room. ‘We have 

everything we need here. Our trees produce more fruit than we need, so we exchange them for 

bread. The doves live in that wall’ – gesturing towards the far end wall of the house – ‘and we 

take some of the eggs as rent. There is no nearby source of fish; we have to get it when we 

cross the mountain. But altogether it is a very good house. The T’omba were very happy 

here.’ He stopped, realising that Lord Greh was laughing at him, and picking up his thought: 

You sound as if you’re trying to sell him the house, Yaro. Shut up. He glowered at the dragon 

lord – just because they have great mental powers, these dragons think they know everything, 

he thought. 

The lovely human was looking around him again, as if astonished by the room. He gave 

him a mental nudge to speak his thoughts. ‘Do you live here alone?’ asked Soba, amazed that 

this vast room contained so little. 

‘At the moment there are only my mother and myself sleeping here,’ said Yaro. ‘My father 

is on Gustu with Lord Aoan, and two of my brothers are on Halleh with Lord Aoan’s forces. 

My second sister is on Abbaba and my third sister is working for the Emperor, as I do and my 
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mother. We are helping him to improve our resources, so that we can help rebuild the Empire. 

We are developing new fabrics which all the people can wear, not only the Sacred People.’ 

‘The Old Ones,’ translated Graham, and Soba nodded. ‘Like that?’ he asked, indicating 

Yaro’s tunic. 

‘Yes! Do you like it?’ 

Soba nodded. ‘It looks very cool,’ he said consideringly, ‘and it looks as if it doesn’t cling 

to the body in the heat, as so many fabrics do.’ 

‘No, it’s self-cooling. Tereah – my lab partner – and I want to sell it on all the planets. We 

are talking to Lord Greh’s partners on Earth and on Bessideh and Herluin. And Mum is 

studying plant diseases, for the Emperor. Lord Aoan brought back some plants from Abbaba 

which have been deformed by the conditions on the planet, and Mum is studying what is 

wrong and working out how to improve the plants so that they will grow strongly again. Look 

– I’ll show you.’ He got up, went to the grey coffee-table sized slab, and put a hand on to its 

upper surface. Soba watched, fascinated, as Yaro’s black hair rose off his shoulders, and 

lights ran up his arm and enveloped his head. Then the slab emitted a line of light across the 

room, and a 3-D image appeared in the centre of the floor: a little plant, its leaves distorted 

and bent. ‘This is what it should look like,’ said Yaro, and the picture changed to a tall, 

straight plant with long leaves and tall red flowers. Soba was astonished – clearly the slab was 

a transmitter of some sort. Was it the local equivalent of a telly-visual set? 

Yaro’s mother said something, and Yaro said, ‘Yes, that’s a good idea.’ He concentrated 

for a moment, and the image changed: Soba now saw two figures, half life-sized, standing in 

the middle of the room. Around them was sunlight and dappled shade – they had obviously 

been standing under a tree. They had their arms about each other and were laughing at the 

person who was ‘taking the picture,’ as the expression is. One was tall and slender and looked 

like Yaro’s mother – the other was shorter and dark and looked like Soba. 

‘The elephant and the mouse,’ said Yaro, and laughed. 

‘So that’s my ancestor?’ said Soba, staring in fascination at the image. It was so clear and 

bright that it could have been taken yesterday – the figures looked as real as himself and the 

others in the room with him. 

‘Aman T’omba,’ said Graham. ‘And the other is Jerehareh, later known as Jereh-ardeler, 

Jereh the-technician-who-married-a-human.’ 

‘Here’s another one,’ said Yaro, and the picture changed, to show the happy couple and 

their first child, sitting on the grass outside their house. Then they showed the happy couple 

playing with two children, then the children playing together, and a new baby. Then the 

children were older, with their parents, and so on. Soba reflected that perhaps all family 

photos are very similar, even when one of the parents is clearly from another planet. 

‘They had a large family,’ he said. 

‘Oh, it was a very good match,’ said Yaro. ‘We could have lots of children too.’ He gave 

Soba a broad, happy smile – he could feel the human’s energy field, so strong and varied – 

but for some reason the human was startled by his comment. Soba blinked, suddenly 

confused, and said, ‘Sorry – I thought you were a man.’ 

‘Oh, I’m predominately male. But I can grow my womb.’ Yaro turned to his mother and 

said a few words, and she nodded and pronounced a beautiful, fluid stream of words, of which 

Soba caught only the word ‘Ardeler’. He looked in bewilderment at Graham. 

‘The Old Ones – the Sacred People – aren’t sharply gendered,’ said Graham. ‘Some of the 

families are better able to swop genders than others, though. The Ardelers are all very mixed 

– Yaro can grow a womb if he wants a child. So can I, if it comes to that.’ 

‘And can his mother father a child?’ 

‘She could have done when she was younger, but the genders get more fixed with age,’ 

said Graham. 
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‘So what is she saying?’ 

‘She says that you’re a beautiful human and Yaro should marry you. You’ll note that 

they’ve forgotten that they have to ask you. Elephants are good at forgetting to ask people’s 

permission before they take over their lives.’ 

‘What should I do?’ asked Soba, desperately. 

‘Tell them you need a few days to think about it. Tell them you want to see the planet and 

have a holiday.’ 

Soba looked back at Yaro and his mother, about to say this, but they spoke first. Yaro’s 

mother said, very carefully: ‘How beautiful you are, Soba T’omba! We would like you to 

come and live here, and Yaro will be your loving partner.’ As she spoke, Graham nodded 

approval – at last she was realising the need to come down to the human’s level, to meet him 

halfway. Clearly Yaro was ‘feeding’ the language into his mother’s mind. It would take a 

while for her to be fluent, but in the meantime, it was an improvement. 

‘We’ll work together to help the Empire,’ said Yaro. ‘We’ll be so happy together! You 

have such a good electro-magnetic field, Soba. Do stay.’ 

‘He thinks of Earth as being part of the Empire,’ added Graham. ‘The electro-magnetic 

field is really important to us – we can sense it, like you can see and hear and smell and feel. 

You call it the “aura”. Yaro means that you fit in here really well, and he thinks you’ll be 

really good friends.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Soba, ‘but I do have a good career on Earth, and my own flat, and good 

prospects there. I’d be very interested to look around here, but I’m not planning to stay.’ 

‘Stay with us for a few days,’ said Yaro. ‘I’ll show you around and introduce you to my 

friends.’ 

‘Do you want to bathe?’ asked Yaro’s mum. ‘The pool in here is for drinking, but for 

bathing there is a pool beyond the left arch.’ She pointed at the covered archway to the left of 

the front entrance. 

‘It’s normal for house guests to be offered a bathe,’ Graham explained to Soba, who was 

looking confused again. 

‘I don’t have a change of clothes,’ Soba reminded him, ‘or a toothbrush.’ 

Graham laughed. ‘I haven’t forgotten. Go and freshen up and I’ll get you some clothes.’ 

Yaro gestured to Soba to follow him, and led him to the left-hand archway, pushing the 

curtain to one side. Soba saw a small room with another curtain hung across it, this one 

rippling with crystal effect, different colours. Yaro lifted this aside and said, ‘leave your 

clothes out here, and I’ll fetch you clean ones, and your clothes will be cleaned.’ 

‘I’ll need a towel,’ Soba reminded him. 

‘It’s all in there,’ said Yaro, and gestured Soba beyond the second curtain. Soba, anxious to 

be alone for a few minutes to sort out his thoughts, went. 

 

He found himself in a larger room, which was, as he had expected, within the thickness of the 

wall. There were lighting panels built into the walls, so that the room was comfortably but not 

oppressively light. The walls were white marble, of course; the ceiling was the same. In front 

of him was a pool of water sunk into the floor, effectively a large sunken bath. Water ran into 

it at one end and out the other. He crouched down and put a hand into the water – it was 

comfortably warm but not hot. He began to take off his clothes, then bundled them up and 

pushed them the other side of the curtain, sat on the side of the pool and let his feet dangle 

into the water, before lowering himself in.  

The pool was about four feet deep, and not really large enough for swimming, although he 

could semi-swim from one end to the other. There was no soap, but the water seemed soft 

rather than hard, and so perhaps he didn’t need any. He tried floating on the water – splashing 

a little to remain on top of the water – and closed his eyes. What sort of mad house had he 
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come to? Graham Bradley seemed sane enough – when he had seen his picture in the journal 

and on the visual he’d assumed he was a human, and he certainly had a human name, but now 

he seemed to be one of these Old One aliens. He spoke their language and dressed like them. 

But he seemed to be looking out for Soba – he explained what the others meant and he 

stopped them pressurising him. He knew that Bradley was supposed to have a bloodthirsty 

band of bandits somewhere out in space, but he hoped that he’d hang around here for a while 

until he, Soba, had got back home to Earth. 

It was very pretty, what he’d seen of this planet (which admittedly wasn’t much), but the 

house was weird – all that space and hardly anything in it – and the Old Ones were definitely 

aliens. He remembered reading once in the weekend journal that the mythical Old Ones had 

been simply humans who had had a greater grasp of science and technology than we have 

now, and that the passing of time and imagination had ‘blown them up’ into monsters with 

long hair and fire-spitting fingers and eyes which could kill you. Then, when Great-aunt Miri 

had been talking about them earlier this evening they had sounded quite human and 

reasonable, and the story about T’omba had been a nice, happy-ending story. He had been 

fascinated and excited by the gift of the locutor. But when the alien – Yaro Hardeler – had 

actually appeared, he was so completely different – he definitely was not human, his body 

language was all wrong, he seemed to spark with energy, and Soba could swear that he could 

feel Yaro’s mind trying to force him, Soba, into staying with him on this planet. Yaro even 

wanted to marry him! And we’ve only just met, he thought sardonically. 

What was it with these aliens? Why are they so interested in me, in my family? What is so 

special about the T’ombas? Yaro came across space to find me – and as the Old Ones have 

only just got space travel back, from what the journals say, he must have come just as soon as 

he could get off the planet. What’s the big deal? Why do they want me so much? He knew 

from the images he had seen, projected by that big telly-visual slab of theirs, that they didn’t 

eat the T’ombas – they married them. They had children. They built up a dynasty. But, why? 

Yaro had talked about helping the Empire and being really happy, but it made no sense to 

Soba. How could Yaro tell? Surely he couldn’t tell just by looking at Soba that they would get 

on together really well. And he, Soba, didn’t feel that they would. He didn’t find the alien 

repellant, just scary. He felt as if he was caught up in a rushing torrent and couldn’t escape. 

‘I just want to go back home,’ he said aloud. What, are you afraid of an adventure? came 

the thought. ‘Yes,’ he said aloud, ‘I never wanted adventures.’ He just wanted his safe job in 

the government, his nice flat in the city, weekends with his mum and gran in the village. Oh, 

Soba, you can do so much more than that, came the thought again, but he brushed it away. I 

don’t want to do more. I’m happy in my job and I want to stay on Earth. Your great-aunt will 

be so disappointed in you, Soba. She was so pleased when I went to see her and told her that 

Yaro was looking for a partner – and then, all at once, he was not alone in the room any more: 

Graham Bradley was sitting on the edge of the pool, with his legs dangling in the water. Soba 

uttered an exclamation and moved away to the opposite side of the pool, but Graham just 

tossed back his hair and said, ‘Sorry, Soba. But I was listening to what you were thinking and 

I thought I’d better explain.’ 

Soba glowered at him, but Graham was unrepentant. ‘You need to know what’s going on 

before you commit yourself to anything. Listen. Last week Yaro met his first human and 

realised that everything his mum had told him about humans was true. So he decided to try to 

contact the T’ombas again and restore the old partnership between his family and yours.’ 

‘What is this partnership?’ demanded Soba. ‘I don’t understand why he’s so interested.’ 

‘It’s to do with your electro-magnetic fields,’ said Graham. ‘The energy which every living 

thing produces – the Sacred People, the Rhuaans, sense a creature’s electro-magnetic field, 

like you can hear and see and smell and touch. In fact, humans can sense them too, but not as 

clearly as we can. And for a relationship to work, your electro-magnetic fields need to be 



 120 

complementary. When two people have well matched fields, they can share all their thoughts 

and energies and operate almost as one person – the two become more complete, more 

powerful, more successful, more efficient, they live life at a higher level – it’s hard to explain 

if you haven’t experienced it. My partner Faroan and I are perfectly matched and when we’re 

together it’s like being a superbeing – it’s glorious. Anyway, the Ardelers and the T’ombas 

are like that. You spark each other’s good qualities and complement and complete each other. 

An Ardeler without a T’omba is only half alive. Yaro’s mother, Emerean, knows this, but she 

has never been able to contact the T’ombas because the deep space communications relays 

were down.’ 

‘I knew it,’ said Soba. 

‘You were right. So now that the relays have been repaired and Yaro is old enough to find 

a partner, she’s been telling him he needs to contact the T’ombas. He ignored her until he met 

Sarah – she’s one of my officers on Bessiday. Then he fell head-over-heels in love and 

wanted to find his own human, that is, a T’omba. His mother gave him the locutor, and I 

helped him to get it working, and we tracked down your great-aunt. 

‘I took Yaro to see her last week and we had a long talk. She was really, really happy to 

see us, but she said she is too old to come to Thorion now. And I’m afraid she’s right – she is 

too old to have children, and really too old to adapt to life on a new planet. The food and the 

different bacteria and the slightly different light spectrum – it would all be too much for her 

body. So she showed us pictures of her family, and explained who you all are, and Yaro saw a 

picture of you and asked about you, and when he heard that you’re intelligent and successful 

and don’t have a partner he was very anxious to meet you. So your great-aunt set up the 

meeting.  

‘But she really didn’t know how to make her locutor work, you know. She had been trying 

for years to get it to work and never could, and even though I traced her through it, she still 

couldn’t get it to work. She didn’t know the song, you see. That was the other reason why I 

knew she wouldn’t get on with Yaro. She’d known the song when she was a little girl, but 

she’d forgotten it. You remembered it.’ Graham laughed, and splashed his legs a little in the 

water. ‘She’s lost the sense of wonder that she had as a child. But you still have it. That’s why 

I knew you’d get on well with Yaro.’ 

‘Get on well? I think he’s weird!’ 

‘You’ve only just met him. And he’s already in love with you and you hardly know him, 

and he’s trying so hard to make you like him. Give him some space, Soba. He really is 

younger than you in so many ways. But he’s full of energy and ideas and he’s already a very 

promising technician and I expect great things of him. He just needs a very special someone – 

and for the Ardelers, the very special someones are always T’ombas.’ 

Soba snorted. ‘That’s all right for you to say,’ he said. ‘You’re not millions of miles from 

home –’ 

‘Actually, I am,’ said Graham. ‘Actually, I’ve left home and don’t have a home just now.’ 

Suddenly, Soba felt a stab of bleakness, as if a crack had opened in the wall and a bitterly cold 

wind had blown into his warm heart. ‘Thorion isn’t my home – my partner Faroan lives here, 

that’s all.’ 

‘So where is your home?’ asked Soba, suddenly sympathetic. He realised that he knew 

hardly anything about this human bandit-cum-alien. 

‘I’m from Leicester in England,’ said Graham, ‘but I had to leave home – family problems 

– and I don’t really have a home now. Just various places to doss.’ He suddenly remembered 

his friend Mick’s voice, the day he decided he had to leave Earth: ‘Somewhere to doss? I’m 

insulted, mate … You can have our spare room for two nights.’ And Paul the publican: ‘Don’t 

dare talk of dossing. Not in my pub.’ I need to go back to Leicester, he thought. I need to see 
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Mick, and I need to see Mum. For a moment, the pain showed in his face – he covered it as 

quickly as he thought of it, but Soba had seen it. 

‘People need homes,’ he said. It was one of the catchphrases of his boss, the government 

minister, but he had always thought of it as buildings to live in, not special places which you 

call your own. 

‘Homes are a luxury,’ said Graham. ‘I’m building an empire – I can’t stay anywhere for 

long just now. But they say home is where the heart is – for the Ardelers, home is anywhere 

there’s a T’omba. Have you ever met a person who made you feel like that?’ 

Soba shook his head. ‘I’m still waiting to meet that special person,’ he said. It was what he 

said every time that a relative asked him at a family event: ‘Not married yet, Soba? Surely 

you’ve got a good job and a home – where’s the woman, Soba?’ 

Graham smiled bitterly. ‘She’s here,’ he said – and Soba jumped, not expecting Graham to 

read his mind. ‘She’s gone to pick singing-tree berries to activate her womb. She’s waiting for 

you to come out of the bath so that she can tell you how much she adores you and make your 

life heavenly. I think you’d better go out and find her.’ 

Soba sighed, looked up at the ceiling, then said, ‘Is there a towel?’ 

‘I’ll pass it to you,’ said Graham, standing up and walking to the doorway, leaving wet 

footprints on the tiled floor. ‘There’s also a wrap-round robe, made by Yaro’s own sweet 

computer-programme.’ He reached round the curtain and picked up the towel, then – seeing 

that Soba was never going to get out of the water while he was there – placed it carefully on 

the floor, and withdrew. 

Soba got out of the bath and rubbed himself down. Bradley had left him badly shaken – 

there was something very poignant about him, as well as his simple attractive personality and 

liveliness – something that made you want to help him and oblige him. I suppose it’s 

charisma, thought Soba. All successful political leaders have it, and Bradley is being pretty 

successful by all accounts, so of course he’ll have it in shovel-loads. But he wasn’t sure about 

that vulnerability – it didn’t ring true with his idea of bandit leaders. He didn’t think it was put 

on, either – but clearly Bradley was not your normal run-of-the-battlefield bandit. Soba 

realised that he trusted the man (alien? No, he was definitely human, even though he looked 

like an alien), and that, because Bradley had appealed to his better nature and won him round, 

he was going to give Yaro a chance. He realised that he should be angry with himself and 

refuse to co-operate with the aliens, but also that his heart had been touched and he was 

prepared to give it a go. He wrapped the towel about himself, reached round the curtain and 

found the wrap-round robe and put it on, then walked out of the bathroom with squared 

shoulders and straight back. He was going to face this like a man, he told himself. 

 

He needn’t have worried. In fact the evening was very pleasant. Yaro had indeed brought 

back a handful of red berries, which he mixed up with fruit juice and turned into a very 

pleasant drink for the two of them – Graham and Yaro’s mum didn’t have any. ‘It’s a special 

friends’ drink,’ as Emerean put it. Yaro got the grey slab to produce some very pleasant, 

gentle music, which wasn’t quite like music at home but was soothing and created a pleasing 

ambiance. As the sun set outside, the inner walls of the Ardelers’ home began to glow – 

Emerean explained that they stored the light of the sun like a battery, and released it after dark 

– and the windows and roof became black, to keep the light in and not disturb the night life 

outside in the wood. Emerean served a meal of hot, spicy vegetable soup with flat bread; Yaro 

and Soba washed up afterwards. Yaro showed Soba how to use the grey slab, and Soba 

discovered to his astonishment that it was actually a computer, which communicated directly 

with the mind of the user, via the user’s hands. ‘Through this, you have access to all the 

knowledge of the Sacred People,’ said Yaro, ‘but you have to learn how to find your way 

around it.’ Soba found it very strange to use a device which did not have a screen or any 
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linguistic imput, but which operated only on thought, like an extension of his own body. It 

would take some getting used to, he thought. So he and Yaro sat together by the slab, 

practising the exchange of ideas through the computer, and digging old jokes out of its 

memory banks. Then Yaro found an old film in the computer’s memory which he had 

forgotten about – an adventure story set in a distant part of Thorion. He set up the computer to 

project it as a 3D image into the room, and they all four sat down to watch it. 

When the film was over, Emerean made warm drinks, and piled up cushions to sleep on, 

and Yaro showed Soba how to use the lavatory facilities (through the archway to the right of 

the entrance), and Soba discovered that he didn’t need a toothbrush – it was enough to swill 

out his mouth under fresh running water. He lay down to sleep on a pile of cushions, and Yaro 

flung a blanket of glimmering cloth over him. He slept like a log all night. 

The following morning, he woke with the sun, shining through the tall windows at the 

break of day. He bathed in the pool – ate a breakfast of flat bread and fruit – dressed in his 

own clothes, cleaned and freshened since yesterday (he did not know how, and did not ask), 

and went out with Yaro to explore the area, leaving Graham and Emerean behind at the house. 

Emerean said anxiously to Greh, as she waved them goodbye: ‘Do you think that it will be 

all right? I do worry about Yaro. He’s so sensitive. I’d hate him to be hurt.’ 

‘I think he’ll be OK,’ said Greh. ‘He’s handling Soba well. He only needs to let his 

sensitivity come through, and Soba will stop feeling threatened and feel protective.’ 

 

Afterwards, Soba didn’t know how it happened. They walked and walked, and rested on the 

hill top in the sun, and found a pool and stripped off and bathed because it was warm, and 

splashed in the water like children – that much he remembered. He could remember Yaro 

looking at him very coyly, and smiling very sweetly, and he remembered thinking that Yaro 

could look like a girl when he wanted. And he remembered Yaro had brought some of that 

fruity berry drink with him in a bottle which hung from his belt by a clip – very useful for 

walking, and in fact Soba’s elder brother had a water bottle very similar to that – and he 

picked another bunch of the berries and put them in the bottle and shook it up well, and gave 

it to Soba to drink, and then drank some himself, and they walked on a little way and rested in 

the shade of some trees, and Soba felt very tired and lay down on his back, and Yaro sat up 

and sang a little song, and stroked Soba’s hair – and Soba, for no reason he could remember, 

didn’t stop him.  

He thought he might have gone to sleep, but he remembered a beautiful girl stroking his 

face and body, and taking her in his arms, and at the time he knew who it was, only 

afterwards he couldn’t remember. He’d never made love to a girl before, but she just claimed 

him and said he was her man, and at that moment he knew he was, and that she had every 

right to ask him, and so he accepted her and made love to her. Afterwards he vaguely 

remembered romping about the place and generally acting like kids and really enjoying 

himself. And then he slept for a while, and when he woke up it was getting cooler, and Yaro 

was stretching and saying ‘We’d better get back home, Mum will wonder where we are,’ and 

he got up and put an arm around his waist – again, for no reason he could think of, he just did 

it – and Yaro put an arm around his shoulders, and they walked back like that.  

When they got back to the Ardeler’s house, Yaro’s Mum was clearly a bit anxious about 

them, but mums are like that. She was very glad to see them, and a meal was already ready – 

she said something about ‘Lord Greh did the cooking,’ and Soba just accepted that she meant 

Graham Bradley, and that it was quite normal for bandit kings to do the cooking. So he 

enjoyed the meal, and he and Yaro washed up, and then they mucked about with the computer 

again, and found another film to watch – this was an old one from Earth, which the T’ombas 

had brought. And then it was late, and they had a warm drink and went to bed. Yaro lay down 

with him under the blanket, and they fell asleep together. 
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And that, it seemed, was that. The following morning, they were an accepted partnership; it 

was simply assumed that he was staying. There was no ceremony, no fuss – it just was. He 

asked himself how, and why, and told himself he should do something about it – he had a 

career to get back to, a flat to look after – but it seemed to him that to stop it would require 

enormous effort, and he wasn’t really sure that he wanted to. Yaro was very pleasant 

company, and if he looked at him very carefully – and out of the corner of his eyes – he could 

see that Yaro was the beautiful girl who had turned up yesterday. Then he knew why he’d 

never found that special girl at home – she had been here all the time, on Thorion. When he’d 

realised that, there didn’t seem to be any point in trying to stop it; he just had to admit to 

himself that he was happy, and give in to it. So he did. 

Graham Bradley left that morning, saying that he had to go to pick up some friends from 

Cray, ‘and then I’ll go and check up with your great aunt, and let your boss know that you’re 

off-planet. Can I tell him you’ve got married? He may want to keep your job open for you – 

or he may have other plans for you. It isn’t every African republic which has a diplomatic 

presence on Thorion.’ 

Soba had to laugh at the thought of the government minister trying to screw some 

advantage for himself out of this – and probably trying to claim credit for it, too. ‘Yes, tell 

him,’ he said. ‘Why not? If he wants to keep paying me, I’m happy to keep taking the 

money.’ 

‘If he keeps paying you, you’ll be able to keep the flat,’ said Graham, seriously. ‘That 

could be useful. You’ll need a base to work out of to market the heru fabric. Your great-aunt 

was very interested in it, but her flat is too small to use as an office.’ 

Of course, Soba realised: with her background in biochemicals, Great aunt Miri must have 

been delighted by the prospect of marketing Yaro’s new improved fabric. 

‘One more thing,’ said Graham, and held out his right hand towards Soba, tightly clenched 

– then turned it over and opened his fist, and Soba saw the two locutors lying there, still 

joined together. Graham took them in his left hand and separated them, and handed one to 

Soba. 

‘This is for you and Yaro,’ he said. ‘I’ll give the other one to your great-aunt.’ 

‘Make sure you teach her the song,’ said Yaro, who had come up behind Soba and put his 

arms about him, kissing his ear from behind. Soba leaned back against him – he was warm 

and affectionate and good to be with, he thought. 

‘Yes. Then you can contact your family easily. If you want me, or you need to get to Earth 

quickly, call me.’ 

‘The Lord Emperor can get to Earth too,’ said Yaro. ‘He was telling me and Tereah.’ 

‘He can get to Bessideh,’ said Graham. ‘He hasn’t been to Earth yet, so he has only my and 

Aoan’s images of the place to focus on. It would be better to call me, Yaro. Also, the Priestess 

doesn’t know he can transport yet, and I’m not sure she’ll be happy, so we’re keeping it 

quiet.’ 

Yaro gave a ‘Oh, we can handle her,’ toss of the head – Soba could sense it, even though 

he couldn’t see it, as Yaro was standing behind him. 

‘Perhaps. Be careful. She’s very determined, and I’m not sure what she will think of my 

new improved Empire. I haven’t told her what I’m doing, yet.’ 

‘Letting the other races elect representatives to advise the governor,’ said Yaro. ‘Inter-race 

partnerships …’ 

‘Humans on Thorion. Yes, it’s all quite revolutionary for her. There haven’t been any 

humans here since the last T’omba died, and the priestesses have always been anxious about 

inter-race partnerships. They think it dilutes the sacred blood. Actually it just spreads it about 

more widely, and the sacred blood is so strong that it always dominates in any partnership, so 
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all your children will be Rhuaans even though Soba is father. As for letting anyone other than 

the Sacred People have a voice in government …’ 

‘Electing representatives?’ Soba had realised what Graham had just said. ‘But that’s – 

that’s democracy! We studied it in History class at school. Do you realise that once all the 

national presidents on Earth were elected by the people? And they all had elected assemblies 

to advise them. Can you imagine what that was like?’ 

‘No,’ said Graham, ‘but I’m looking forward to finding out. The Priestess is going to hate 

it. But we won’t tell her until it’s too late for her to stop it.’ 

‘Are you going to restore democracy to Earth?’ demanded Soba. 

‘Eventually,’ said Graham. ‘I’m going to start with Bessideh. We need to practise on a 

small population first.’ 

‘I thought Bessiday was the same size as Earth?’ 

‘The planet is the same size, but the population was reduced by half during the war, and 

it’s been reduced further by plague and famine. Anyway, I’ve started the ball rolling and I’m 

keeping an eye on it. Meanwhile, Soba, I’ll check up with your boss if he has any work for 

you here – and I’m sure Yaro and Emerean will keep you busy. I’ll see you soon. Look after 

yourself.’ Then he reached forward and gave Soba a kiss on each cheek, in what Soba’s mum 

always said was ‘Italian-style,’ and then kissed Yaro and Emerean, said, ‘See you soon,’ to all 

of them, and vanished in a flash of light. 

Suddenly, Soba felt bereft. But Yaro, who had felt that feeling before when Lord Greh 

vanished, pulled himself together quickly. 

‘Let’s go over to the labs and find Tereah,’ he said. ‘She’s busy with the coloration and 

she’ll want our help. Mum, are you coming?’ – and he hussled them all about, keeping them 

busy so that they wouldn’t mope over Lord Greh’s absence. 

Dragon lords! thought Yaro, demi-gods and don’t they know it! They make us all love 

them and weep over them when they’ve gone. Well, we may weep, but we can go on living 

too, and Soba and I have got each other now, and Mum’s really happy that a T’omba is back, 

and so we don’t need to weep any more. 

Emerean packed up a meal for them – fruit and flat bread, which they would share with 

Tereah at the labs, while Tereah would share whatever she had brought from home with them 

– and they walked over the hill to the labs, arriving in the middle of the morning. Tereah was 

hard at work, mixing colorations, and looked up briefly as they entered to say, ‘About time! 

Where have you been?’ 

‘I’ve found Soba T’omba,’ said Yaro at once, in Rhuaan, and then, to Soba: ‘This is 

Tereah, my colleague here. We developed the new heru formula together.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Soba to the tall, willowy Rhuaan woman. Tereah’s face broke 

into a smile, and she came over to kiss his cheek and shake his hand. 

‘Soba! You are so cute!’ Soba managed to understand that much, then missed her next few 

words, then got: ‘I’m so glad you’re here. Yaro might work hard now,’ and she grinned 

mischievously at her colleague, who pretended to frown at her. 

‘Come and see the loom,’ said Yaro to Soba, and Emerean said, ‘I’ll be in the plant labs – 

come and find me at lunchtime,’ and left them. Yaro took Soba through to the next lab to see 

the loom, and showed him how they adjusted the weave, the ‘protection-factor’ of the cloth, 

and the colour, as well as other fine adjustments. He showed Soba samples, and began to 

explain the qualities of each style of cloth. Soba was interested – this could be a real hit at 

home, adaptable to hot, dry weather, hot, wet weather, and to the bitter cold of desert nights 

under an open sky. They discussed fabrics which repel water and repel dust, which filter out 

harmful solar rays and which keep off unpleasant life forms. Suddenly Soba felt – rather than 

heard – a yelp of warning from Tereah, and Yaro looked up and said, ‘Flame.’ Into the room 

came a tall, slender woman with long black hair and a long sky-blue dress. Soba was 
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particularly struck by its length, because so far both the women he had seen wore knee-length 

tunics. She looked cool and elegant, and walked with authority. She smiled at Yaro, who 

ducked his head in a half-bow, and then at Soba, who copied Yaro. 

‘Well, Yaro?’ she said. ‘This must be T’omba, because I never saw an Ardeler with any 

human other than T’omba. Won’t you introduce me?’ 

‘This is Soba T’omba,’ said Yaro, ‘my husband; he came from Earth a few days ago. Lord 

Greh helped me find him.’ 

‘That’s good,’ said the woman. ‘The Ardelers need the T’ombas to make them complete. 

Aren’t you going to tell him who I am?’ 

Yaro’s face showed his annoyance at being wrong-footed. ‘This is the Priestess of the 

Sacred Flame,’ he said to Soba. 

‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am,’ said Soba, who had decided that she must be effectively the 

queen of the planet. 

‘I am glad that you’ve come,’ she said, ‘you’ll help to balance the Ardelers, who have been 

very unhappy since the last T’omba died. Thorion needs balance. At present I fear that many 

of the young people are not balanced and seeking to unbalance us further – if you make Yaro 

happy, that will be a great step forward.’ She smiled at him. ‘I hope you will be happy with 

us,’ she said, and walked out of the room again. 

Soba felt Yaro relax. He opened his mouth, but Yaro shook his head, and went back to 

shuffling through samples. Soba understood: like Graham Bradley, the Priestess could hear 

thoughts from a distance. He must think of something else. He thought of the plum tree in his 

mother’s garden, heavy with purple plums …  

After a while, Yaro said, ‘I think she’s out of range.’ 

‘Who is she?’ asked Soba. 

‘I told you – she’s the Priestess.’ 

‘Yes, but what does she do?’ 

‘She heals people. At the moment she’s obsessed with healing the planet. She’s got it into 

her head that it was the lack of balance on Thorion, caused by the Emperor’s wars, which led 

to the Great War and the loss of the Empire. As soon as Lord Aoan came back and the 

Emperor awoke, she started fussing about the lack of balance on the planet. It had never 

bothered her before. No one else had noticed.’ 

‘The Great War? How old is she?’ 

‘About two hundred – same as my Mum.’ 

‘So she doesn’t remember the Great War.’ 

‘Oh, no – but there will be records. Memories in the computer. I suppose I could find them 

if I looked, but I don’t go looking in that part of the memory – I’m not interested in the 

Priestess’s stuff.’ 

Soba considered. If the Priestess was going to upset Yaro, it occurred to him that it would 

be worth looking through the computer memory for the cause. But he could follow that up 

later. 

‘I thought priestesses served in temples,’ he said. 

‘Oh, we don’t have temples on Thorion. They say the whole planet is a temple, but that’s 

just being silly. We don’t have a temple because the Flame is in a cave, not in a temple.’ 

‘The Flame?’ 

Yaro looked at Soba as if he had just said something amazingly weird. ‘Yes. Don’t you 

have a Flame on Earth?’ 

‘I’ve never heard of one.’ 

‘Oh.’ Yaro was momentarily baffled. ‘It’s a blue flame, and it burns without fuel. It 

represents God’s spirit among us. There is one in every temple throughout the Empire.’ 

‘But there isn’t any Empire now,’ Soba reminded him. 
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‘All right – there used to be one. The one on Thorion burns in a cave in the Sapphire Cape. 

It’s called the Sapphire Cape because the rock is a shade of dark blue. In fact we’re under it 

now,’ Yaro added, pointing upwards. ‘In ancient times, the Sacred People carved out caves to 

live in, and the Flame spontaneously lit as a sign of God’s presence. At least, that’s the story.’ 

‘Do you believe it?’ asked Soba. 

‘I don’t know. The Flame is there, anyway – I’ve seen it. And it’s hot.’ 

‘So does the Priestess worship the Flame?’ 

Yaro gave him another loving, exasperated look. ‘No! She reads it.’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘She reads it. She analyses it.’ 

‘How does she analyse a flame?’ 

‘She watches it and assesses how it’s burning. That tells her what is happening in the 

galaxy.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I don’t know! It’s just a myth. It’s what she does. I don’t know how she does it or whether 

it works. She just sits up there in her cave for so many hours each day, watching the Flame, 

and the rest of the time she is in her laboratories devising new healing methods, or teaching 

her acolytes how to weave webs of peace.’ 

His tone was so disgusted that Soba had to laugh. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked. 

‘They sit in a circle and touch hands and hair, and let their energy flow out around the 

circle, then when they have enough they let it flow out to surround the planet and restore its 

balance. At least, that’s what they claim. But the more they do it, the more the Lord Emperor 

gets annoyed with the Priestess. He says she should be sending her acolytes out to help Lord 

Aoan and Lord Greh rebuild the Empire, not have them sitting about in a cave here 

meditating. Then he and the Priestess shout at each other, and the Priestess says that all the 

balances of the planet are upset.’ 

Soba considered this. ‘What does the Emperor do?’ he asked. ‘Does he have government 

ministers, like the Federal governor on Earth?’ 

‘No. Every morning he sits in the assembly hall, which is further up the hill from here, and 

hears complaints and disputes and settles them. When the weather is good he sits outside in 

the sunshine, which is much better. And then he holds a meeting session, when he talks to the 

people who have responsibilities – the engineers who build spaceships for Lord Aoan and 

other technological devices like the interstellar communications network, and we technicians 

here in the labs who are developing new scientific processes, and the teachers who teach the 

young people, and those responsible for looking after the forests and the watercourses and the 

meadows and the hills and the wildlife and the seas and so on. It’s a different group every 

day. And in the afternoon he goes out to see where they work and talks to them and discusses 

the best way to do things, or how things can be improved. And he holds meetings about how 

to change things so that the Empire can be better run when it’s restored again. Then the 

Priestess says he is trying to push things out of balance, and that the planet was better when 

he was asleep. But I think she’s just jealous.’ 

‘Jealous?’ 

‘While Lord Aoan was away, the Emperor was asleep, waiting for her to come back. So 

the Priestess could do exactly what she liked and no one could argue with her. Now she’s 

back and the Emperor’s awake, everything is changing and she isn’t the only one in charge. 

She doesn’t like it.’ 

Soba nodded. He could understand her point of view, but he thought she was wrong. 

Surely scientific advance was important, and it was vital to avoid another Great War? 

‘There’s another thing,’ said Yaro. ‘She was very nice to you just now, but she doesn’t 

really think that the other races are important except insofar as they serve the Sacred People. 
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She won’t want to give them rights or let them choose representative assemblies. So the Lord 

Emperor says that she mustn’t be told about them, because she’ll only cause even more 

trouble.’ 

‘Can’t he choose a new priestess?’ asked Soba. 

Yaro looked shocked. ‘Priestesses are born, not made,’ he said. ‘Each one is the daughter 

of the one before.’ 

‘So does the Priestess have a daughter?’ asked Soba. 

‘Not yet. She needs a dragon-lord to father it, and there are hardly any left. At the moment 

there are only three – Lord Aoan, Lord Faroan, Lord Greh – and herself. The others have died. 

And I don’t think she wants any of them as a father. So I don’t know what will happen.’ 

‘What is a dragon-lord?’ asked Soba. 

Yaro shrugged. ‘They have special powers. They have more powerful minds than the rest 

of us, and they can make the powerplants which power our spaceships.’ 

Soba nodded. That made sense – so the Priestess and Graham Bradley, a.k.a. Lord Greh, 

could hear his thoughts from a distance, but Yaro couldn’t – or rather, not from so far away. 

He thought a little about what Yaro had told him – the return of the General and the Emperor, 

who held public meetings and talked to people about how to change things for the better. How 

different from the President at home … ‘You’ve seen a lot of changes here,’ he said. 

Yaro’s face lit up. ‘Yes!’ he said. ‘It’s so exciting. Now the Emperor is awake, we are a 

sacred people again. We’ll be able to rule the galaxy again, but much better this time. The 

Emperor started this fabric project, which is really great. And now you’ve come, darling, I’m 

so happy –’ 

Soba gave him a hug, and Yaro kissed him warmly; and they forgot about the rest of the 

world, and concentrated on each other. 

 

Gray went to Cray, where he had left Ray and Carl in discussion with various members of the 

Imperial administration – such as it was. The governor was one of Aoan’s military officers, 

supported by a couple of dozen of Aoan’s troops – Rhuaans from Thorion, Marys and humans 

from Herluin, and Gustu from Herluin and Mithidry. There were also some local troops under 

local officers – humans and Gustu – who had accepted Imperial authority as long as they were 

paid, which they had generally not been under the Federal regime. Then there were some 

merchants who had trading links with Herluin, Gustu and Earth and who were expanding their 

trade in the three Federal sectors using Gray’s new space freighters. They were happy with 

the new regime as long as it enabled them to market their goods more efficiently. There were 

also some large retailers on Cray who were making the most of the wider range of luxury 

goods which were coming to Cray on Gray’s freighters, at lower prices than hitherto. All 

these people supported the new regime. The rest of the population, Gray reckoned, didn’t care 

who ran the government provided taxes were low and they could eat, drink, stay healthy and 

find a good night out on Saturday night. 

Carl’s task in Cray city had been to travel around talking to people (technicians, owners of 

factories which made technical devices, business leaders, traders, media people and owners of 

journals) about communications systems, and discuss what was needed and what was 

possible. This was going well, and it looked as if an interstellar caller system could be opened 

up to the general public within the (Imperial) year. Ray’s task had been to discuss interstellar 

shipping requirements, and again people – companies shipping freight, commercial travellers, 

business passengers and those travelling for leisure – were generally happy with what they 

now had and very interested in Ray’s descriptions of what could be possible in the near 

future. But – as he had found on Herluin – the real problem was on-planet transport. On 

Herluin, most of the population lived in and around Herluin; the rest of the planet was home 

only to native, non-technological species and to the Mary workshops where spaceships were 
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constructed. So although there was a problem in getting material to and from the Marys 

workshops, the Marys had worked out their own systems in on-planet air transport, which met 

their needs. Cray, however, had several large cities on different landmasses, and no quick, 

safe means of transportation between them. Customs barriers, bandits and simple under-

maintenance of roads had made cross-planet transportation expensive and risky. 

‘They need a cheap form of on-planet air transport,’ Ray told Gray, ‘something like the 

Marys use, but able to carry a wider variety of freight.’ 

Gray opened his mouth to agree, then had a second thought. ‘What are the main products 

to be carried?’ he asked. 

‘Anything. Grain, tinned food, pottery, coal …’ 

‘Pottery?’ 

‘There’s some very pretty things produced in the south – in Aransway. I’d like to send 

some home to my sister on Trer.’ 

‘OK,’ said Gray. ‘Bulky material, some of it fragile, some just very bulky, but not 

perishable.’ 

Ray considered. ‘That’s true,’ he admitted. 

On Thorion, Gray would have reached for the computer and projected an image of the 

planet – on Herluin, Miss Mee had some very neat hand-held technology knocked up by the 

Marys, which could have produced a map of the planet in his hand. Here on Cray, things were 

less ‘fancy’, as the locals put it. Gray got up, went to the nearest shelf in the office Ray was 

using in the old governor’s building, and got down a Cray planetary atlas,which he opened 

across Ray’s desk. 

They bent over it. ‘So, where is this freight coming from and where is it going?’ asked 

Gray, and Ray showed him, tracing routes of trade across the pages. He also pointed out 

where the problem roads were. Gray noticed something. 

‘This atlas doesn’t show roads,’ he said. ‘Those black lines – 

‘They’re redundant,’ said Ray. ‘I asked about those. Some sort of trace – called railways.’ 

Gray knew what the trace was – it was a Trerian form of transport, a vehicle on a monorail, 

highly dangerous to judge from his own brief experience of it. He shook his head. 

‘A railway is different from a trace,’ he said. ‘There are two tracks, so the vehicle hardly 

ever falls off. And they have lots of safely features. Are you sure they’re redundant? The ones 

on Earth are still running.’ 

‘The people I spoke to from Trans-Continental Freight said they’re redundant,’ persisted 

Ray. 

‘They run road vehicles, yes?’ 

‘Yes. They say the planet needs investment in roads –’ 

Gray reached for the caller on the desk, and called up the governor. ‘Billee? It’s Greh. 

Who runs the railways? Well, I suppose that makes sense. How can I get in touch with them? 

I want to make them an offer they can’t refuse.’ 

‘Listen, Gray,’ said Ray earnestly as the other put down the caller handset and looked back 

at the atlas, ‘the people on the ground say they need roads.’ 

‘They’ll get roads. But they’ll get railways first. Tell them they can invest in railways, and 

then I’ll invest in roads.’ Gray’s finger ran across the map from Aransway in Medesung in the 

southern hemisphere, up to Yungstown in the northern hemisphere, a mere 100 miles from 

Cray. ‘And ships. We need freight liners that run over the water, rather than through space. 

What is the road like between Yungstown and here? 

‘It’s terrible. There are three bridges and they’re all down. On the railway too.’ 

‘There’s a river,’ said Gray, thoughtfully. 

‘You’ll be telling me next that we should be walking on water,’ said Ray, annoyed with 

Gray for ignoring his advice on road transport. 
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‘Not exactly. Ships do a perfectly good job. But it seems to me that we have a good route 

between Yungstown and Cray already. All we need is ships with a shallow draught, that can 

travel up the river.’ Gray pondered, remembering the sunken barge in the river by Frog Island, 

which he used to see from the ’bus when he travelled in and out of Leicester. ‘There used to 

be boats like that on the river in Leicester, at home. They went down the River Soar to the 

Trent and carried freight down to the sea.’ This wasn’t strictly true, but Gray’s school 

teachers had not been experts on the history of canals. 

‘OK,’ said Ray crossly, ‘so you can go to Leicester and get some boat experts.’ 

‘I’ll get some railway experts too. I know where there are plenty – at Leicester North 

Station. Cheer up, Ray! I’m taking you and Carl to meet my mother.’ 
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8: Rain, Steam and Speed 

 

‘How’s it going, duck?’ Glenda Bradley asked her son, passing him a cup of tea. 

‘Wonderful, Mum,’ replied Graham. ‘I’ve got a publicity officer, now.’ 

‘Shiploads of tourists are going to Teren to look at the dig,’ said Ray eagerly. ‘It’s pretty 

impressive.’ 

‘They go to Oh Planet as well,’ said Carl, smiling at the thought. 

The three of them were sitting round Glenda Bradley’s lounge. Sophie Walker was 

crawling round the floor, and all four adults were keeping a watchful eye on her. At present 

she had stopped to play with a pile of soft alphabet bricks that Graham had brought her from 

Fairly planet. 

‘I think it’s incredible that people pay good money to visit Oh,’ said Carl. ‘It’s just a lump 

of rock.’ 

‘It has grass,’ said Gray, ‘and trees and birds and even some wildlife.’ 

‘You,’ said Carl, laughing. 

Gray sipped his tea and forebore to retaliate. The tea was almost as good as Aimee’s on 

Teren. 

‘So why do they visit?’ asked Mrs Bradley. 

‘To see the base,’ explained Gray. 

‘To see Gray,’ said Ray. 

‘Except that I’m hardly ever there,’ said Gray. 

‘They see your living quarters,’ said Ray, ‘your bed – your blankets.’ 

‘They steal my blankets, Mum,’ said Gray, grimacing at the thought. ‘Can you believe it?’ 

‘They steal everything,’ said Ray. ‘It drives Errehn wild.’ 

‘He’s my second-in-command,’ explained Gray. 

‘They even took to stealing cutlery,’ said Carl. ‘Now Errehn has everyone frisked coming 

in and out of the base.’ 

‘They love it,’ said Ray. ‘They keep coming back. Peiriol said one woman had been ten 

times. She started bringing him things from Fairly.’ 

‘He’ll end up marrying her,’ said Carl cheerfully. 

‘Is there still a – a whadymaflip – a truce, duck?’ asked Mrs Bradley. 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘It’s still holding. We’re quite happy with how things stand – we have 

good commercial contracts set up and with the tourist traffic as well we’re making a good 

income. The Federal government seems to think that they’re well rid of sectors one to six, so 

they’re in no hurry to attack us.’ 

‘Earth’s government doesn’t seem to think so,’ said Glenda Bradley. 

‘You aren’t short of anything, are you, Mum?’ asked Gray anxiously. 

‘No, duck. In fact the shops are full of things,’ his mother assured him. ‘But I am sorry, 

you know, you have to go to so much trouble to get things past the import regulations – oh, 

Sophie, duck! Don’t go near that fireguard!’ 

Carl leapt forward and pulled the baby back from the fireguard just in time, before she 

pulled it over on to herself. 

‘Susie’s coming to tea this afternoon, duck,’ said Glenda to her son as soon as she was 

certain that her grand daughter was safe. ‘Are you staying?’ 

Gray glanced at his two companions. ‘If we may,’ he said quietly. ‘I haven’t seen Susie 

since the day I set off for Kimball’s Kiss.’ 

‘Andy calls it “the Voyage of Destiny”,’ mused Ray aloud. 

Carl smiled. He was now sitting on the carpet, holding up bricks to the crawling Sophie, 

and making her giggle. 
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‘Andy’s my publicity officer,’ explained Gray to his mother. ‘I met him on the Talmark on 

the voyage to Kimball’s Kiss.’ 

‘He’s vehr-y romantic,’ intoned Ray, imitating Andy’s mid-American accent. His own 

accent was pure Trerian, and Glenda Bradley found it hard to follow. 

Carl laughed a little. He was never sure what to make of Gray’s relationship with the 

moody American. Andy called Gray ‘my buddy Gray,’ but so far as Carl could tell this only 

meant that they had spent a lot of time on the Talmark drunk together. Andy had no idea and 

did not want to know about Gray’s sexual activities, which meant that everything he issued to 

the fanzines was sex-free. This formed a useful counterweight to everyone else’s image of 

Gray, formed through Aversham’s catalogue. Andy presented Gray as a sensible, clever, well-

balanced ‘guy,’ as he called him (whatever a ‘guy’ is, thought Carl; it is not a word used in 

the Federal sectors), cautious, from a deprived background, who had got where he was 

through a combination of luck, hard work and the favour of the gorgeous and powerful 

General Aoan. Carl was also unsure about Andy’s view of General Aoan: he seemed to 

admire her tremendously without having ever set eyes on her. Carl had never heard of the 

Gustu visual of Aoan’s ancient deeds on Gustu, did not know that Andy and Gray had seen it 

while they were on the Talmark, and did not know that Andy had subsequently obtained his 

own copy from Anja, spent a lot of time watching it and fancied Lord Aoan like mad. Carl 

could not have known any of this, for Andy never admitted to any of it. 

‘If you’re staying, duck,’ said Glenda Bradley to Gray, ‘I’d be glad of a hand with tea.’ 

‘Of course, Mum,’ said Gray. ‘But there are a few jobs to do in the garden, too.’ 

‘I can do that,’ said Ray at once. ‘I need the fresh air.’ 

‘I’ll amuse Sophie,’ said Carl. He was occupied in piling up bricks and letting Sophie 

knock them down, which she did with peals of delighted laughter, echoed by Carl. 

‘That’s fine, then,’ said Glenda Bradley. She had been a little uncertain of Graham’s 

friends when he had turned up with them this afternoon. He had introduced them as Ray and 

Carl, and said they were his friends and worked for him, and they had both smiled pleasantly 

and shaken her hand warmly and said how nice it was to meet her, and they had brought her a 

flower in a pot – something lovely and exotic from far away, which should only be watered 

on the leaves and never on the root, and sprinkled with vinegar once a month because it 

needed the acid. They had both been almost – well – too good to be true. She was aware that 

they were on their very best behaviour, and she felt that the moment she was out of the room 

they would be throwing mud at each other or scrapping – fighting – like school kids. 

But in fact they seemed intelligent and pleasant and thoughtful, and loved Sophie. She was 

always glad to have someone else to play with Sophie; she found it rather a strain, having the 

child for twelve hours a day. ‘Of course she’s a dear,’ she told her friends, ‘but I see more of 

her than her parents do. If Graham didn’t come and take her off my hands occasionally, I’d go 

round the bend.’ 

She never mentioned to anyone that Julie never paid her a penny for looking after Sophie, 

although she did buy her nappies, other consumables and food. Glenda Bradley had all the 

costs of washing and cleaning for Sophie, and had her twelve hours a day, every day except 

Sundays. 

But Graham came every week and played with her, changed her, looked after her; and now 

perhaps there would be his friends as well, and Glenda could have a little more time to 

herself. She and Jon could even take up cycling during the week again. She had lost all her 

social life, having Sophie to look after. 

Gray knew very well why Julie was behaving as she was. She bitterly resented her 

mother’s new-found freedom, her cycle rides with Uncle Jon, her newly-repaired house, her 

gorgeous son – whom Julie had never yet seen since his return and had gone to great lengths 

to avoid. She and her husband David had even moved out of her mum’s house into their own 
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flat so that they didn’t have to meet the young terrorist. Julie was sure it was Graham who had 

put his mum up to all her new, wild behaviour. So she had got her revenge by dumping her 

baby daughter on her mother – she knew that her mother could hardly refuse – and it would 

put an end to her mother’s ‘wild’ living. 

But not entirely. When Graham came, Glenda Bradley had a little freedom. She could go 

out, shop, see friends and Graham would take care of Sophie. And today he had brought his 

friends, and his friends loved Sophie too. So perhaps she would be able to leave them with 

Sophie and escape a little more. 

And she always had Sundays, of course. She went to St Aidan’s for the early morning 

service with Jon, and as there was nowhere for babies at that service, Julie and David did not 

go – then, straight after the service and without going home, she and Jon went off cycling. So 

Julie had no opportunity to leave Sophie with her on Sundays. 

Now Ray went outside to tidy the back garden, while Carl played with Sophie. In due 

course he realised that she smelt terrible, and carried her upstairs to the bathroom to change 

her nappy. He had never done this before and had no idea what to do, but anything Gray could 

do, he could try to do … 

Eventually, he sorted it out. 

Gray went into the kitchen with his mother to chop and peel and wash and put together a 

meat and potato pie. He himself would be careful to eat only the potato and pass Carl the meat 

– since he became a Rhuaan, he found meat indigestible. While he and his mother worked, 

they chatted: about Jon’s part-time job down at the Do-it-yourself shop, about the recent fair 

in Abbey Park, about the latest line of light bulbs from the planet of Gustu. 

Then the back door opened, and a familiar voice said: ‘Mum? Who’s the new gardener?’ 

‘Susie, duck,’ called Mrs Bradley, ‘it’s one of Graham’s friends – Graham’s here.’ 

‘Graham?’ repeated Susie, blankly. She stepped over the threshold and dropped her bag on 

the kitchen floor, and staring at the tall, blond, beautiful youth who was standing by the sink 

washing up the chopping board. 

‘Hi, Susie,’ said Graham, smiling his lovely smile that could break a million hearts, ‘how 

are you?’ 

She stared. She goggled. She said, ‘You’re not Graham. Graham’s dead.’ 

Graham’s eyes opened wide: they were very black, and she knew that Graham had had 

grey eyes. His voice said: ‘Susie!’ in a reproachful tone, but it wasn’t Graham’s voice. He 

dried his hands on a towel and then laid his hands on her shoulders, but his touch was all 

wrong – it didn’t feel like her tatty, careless elder brother. It was a stranger, a total stranger … 

‘I’m not dead,’ the stranger said. ‘You got my postcard.’ He kissed her cheek – Graham had 

never kissed people. He just didn’t … 

‘The police said it was a forgery,’ she said in a flat, hostile tone. 

‘You know it wasn’t,’ he said. It sounded like a command – no one ever commanded her! 

She stood silent, staring hostilely at him. 

‘Susie, duck,’ exclaimed her mother, coming down the kitchen towards them, ‘don’t be so 

silly. Give your brother a kiss. Goodness knows it’s long enough since you’ve seen him. He’s 

come to see you before and you’ve not been here.’ 

‘No,’ said Susie quietly, ‘and I wouldn’t have come today if I’d known he was here.’ 

‘Susie!!’ exclaimed her mother in horror. 

Graham – or the person who called himself Graham, thought Susie – stepped back, away 

from her. ‘I’m sorry, Susie,’ he said, and even that apology sounded wrong, thought Susie, for 

when did Graham ever apologise? ‘What have I done to upset you? I know I was gone a long 

time before I came back to see Mum, but I wasn’t able to get back quickly and I did send that 

postcard so you knew I was all right, and I’ve been back once a week since. If you haven’t 

seen me it’s not because I’ve not been here.’ 
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‘Uncle Jon says you’re an alien,’ said Susie in a tight voice. 

‘Don’t listen to your uncle. He’s had a difficult time,’ said her mother testily. 

‘And David says you’re a terrorist,’ went on Susie. 

‘I’m a freedom fighter,’ retorted Graham. 

‘You kill people,’ snapped Susie. 

‘I don’t. I take them prisoner and ransom them for a lot of money.’ 

‘Who pays it?’ 

‘Their planetary government, mostly.’ 

‘Graham, how could you?’ cried Susie. ‘How can you get involved in war when you know 

it’s against God’s law?’ 

‘Susie, you don’t understand,’ retorted Graham calmly. ‘We’ve won freedom from the 

Federation and we’ve got better medical supplies and technology and basic materials. Don’t 

tell me you haven’t noticed that the roads have improved and you can buy things in the 

shops.’ 

Susie snorted. ‘That wasn’t anything to do with you!’ 

‘Yes, it was. If you don’t believe me, ask Mick.’ 

Susie said nothing. This beautiful alien claimed to be her brother, and he claimed to be 

fighting for freedom and bringing wealth and health to the world. But she only wanted her old 

brother back, her tatty, careless brother who needed her and who suffered with her, not some 

glorious hero-figure … Her mother saw her face set in angry denial, and intervened. 

‘Susie. Graham’s given me and your uncle a lot of help. He’s done a lot about the house 

and it’s quite true what he says about light bulbs and medicines. Now go and take off your 

coat and come and help us get tea ready. There are two of Graham’s friends come with him 

today and I won’t have you making a scene in front of them.’ 

Susie’s eyes smouldered fury but she replied calmly, ‘OK, Mum.’ She picked up her bag 

and carried it through to the entrance hall. Gray and his mum exchanged helpless glances. 

Mrs Bradley sighed heavily. 

‘I don’t know what’s caused that, duck. I’ll lay the table – Susie can get out the plates. You 

go and round up your friends and get them to wash their hands.’ 

Tea was a difficult meal. The kitchen table sat five at a bit of a squeeze, but Sophie refused 

to go in her cot and screamed when she was put there. She had to be allowed to sit on Gray’s 

knee throughout the meal. She was then happy, and ate some of his food from his own hands, 

and chattered throughout; but Susie was jealous. Why should her niece love this pseudo-

Graham more than her? Sophie never behaved like this for her aunt. She didn’t realise that 

Sophie saw Graham for most of a day every week, but saw Auntie Susie for only a few hours 

once each month. What was more, Graham’s friends gave Susie the creeps. There was 

something unnatural about them. They gazed at Graham in a funny way and they were just 

too nice to her – as if she were someone important – ‘but I’m not,’ thought Susie, bewildered. 

What was more, the man who called himself Graham was so weird. He was too tall and too 

slender – his body language was all wrong – the more she saw of him, the more she knew he 

couldn’t be Graham. She sat in a sullen, awkward silence throughout the meal, feeling like a 

stranger in her own house, while Graham and his friends chatted amicably with Mrs Bradley. 

After tea, Graham and his friends washed up while Susie fed Sophie – but Sophie was 

restless and wouldn’t feed, screamed and kicked and would not rest until her uncle came back 

and cuddled her, when she coo’d and laughed and went to sleep in his arms. Only then could 

Sophie be put into her cot, and Graham and his friends quietly made their departure. 

Susie gravely shook hands with his friends, let ‘Graham’ kiss her cheek and watched him 

kiss their mother, and then went back into the house as her mother waved them off down the 

road. Her mother came back in a moment later, shutting the front door behind her by leaning 

on it until it clicked. ‘Susie,’ she said, as she entered the lounge, ‘I’ve never been so ashamed 
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of you in all your life. That was the worst rudeness I’ve ever seen, coming from you. I’m very 

angry with you.’ 

‘Mum,’ exclaimed Susie, ‘that isn’t Graham.’ 

‘Yes, it is, duck.’ 

‘Uncle Jon says it isn’t. And I say it isn’t.’ 

‘And I say it is, duck, and I of all people should know. And David says it is, and goodness 

knows David was never a fan of Graham’s. And Mick and Mick’s mum say it is. So I think 

the ayes have it.’ 

Susie scowled at this historical allusion. Like Julie, she subconsciously resented the fact 

that since she left home her mother had been getting out and about, reading books and 

broadening her mind, and having cycling trips with her brother-in-law. Like Julie, she felt that 

Sophie kept her mother in her place. 

‘I don’t agree, Mum,’ she said. ‘I think it’s an alien, fooling us.’ 

‘Well, why any alien should want to fool us I can’t think – especially not David.’ 

Susie sighed. ‘The Devil’s wiles are difficult to comprehend, Mum.’ 

Her mother rolled her eyes in exasperation. When she went to university, Susie had joined 

a radical religious group which had encouraged her religious tendencies, and now she could 

come out with these wild religious statements for no reason at all. Talking as if her brother 

was a devil, indeed! She sat down on her favourite armchair and faced her daughter. 

‘Susie, duck, take your mother’s advice – I think you’re working too hard. Now, how are 

things with you?’ 

Susie took a deep breath, and visibly relaxed, to her mother’s relief. She began to talk and 

her mother sat watching her, barely paying any attention to her daughter’s actual words – 

which was all lectures, seminars, essays and bible-study meetings – but noticing how she was 

saying things. Susie’s getting so fixed in her ideas, she thought. How can I persuade her to 

accept what a wonderful person Graham’s turned into? At least Sophie and I appreciate him 

… 

 

Gray, Carl and Ray were staying the night at Mick’s house, in Mick’s spare room. It had often 

accommodated Mick’s friends for various reasons (thrown out of flat due to failure to pay 

rent; on the run from the police; hiding from disaffected fathers of now-pregnant girlfriends) – 

it was a change, said Mick’s mum, to have three nice young men staying there, instead of the 

usual n’er do wells. She was doubly glad to have three nice young men there now, as Mick’s 

dad was away at sea and she felt vulnerable in the house with only Mick there: ‘He’s a good 

lad, but no fighter.’ 

Mick scowled at the slight, but said nothing. He knew that Gray was no fighter, either – he 

gets other people to do his fighting for him, he thought. Only Carl could be described as a 

military man, and just at the moment he didn’t look very military, helping Mick’s mum to 

make up the beds in the spare room. 

‘How’s your mum, Graham?’ Mick’s mum asked him, as she straightened a pillow. Gray 

was helping Ray sort out towels from the airing cupboard, just outside the spare room on the 

landing. 

‘She’s fine,’ said Graham. 

‘And your friends off-planet? You must have been to more exotic places since we last saw 

you.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘My friends are fine,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for some engineers at the 

moment.’ 

‘What sort of engineers?’ asked Mick’s mum. ‘Not spaceships.’ 

‘No. The railways on Cray need bringing up to scratch – I need a railway engineer. And I’d 

like to use the rivers for transport, but I need someone who knows about that sort of thing.’ 
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‘What sort of railway engineer?’ asked Mick’s mum. ‘Trackwork or locomotives?’ 

Mick grinned. His mum came from an engineering family – that was how she had met his 

dad, who was in charge of the engines on a large merchant ship, currently somewhere in the 

middle of the Pacific Ocean. 

‘Both. But I’ll start with the trackwork.’ 

‘You need to talk to my brother – he’s permanent way superintendent on the Great Central 

Railway. Remind me tomorrow to give you his caller number.’ 

Gray grinned, and winked at Ray, who shrugged. So, Gray had been right about the 

railways – now, what about the boats? 

‘River transport – I don’t know any canal engineers. Really, European canals have gone 

right downhill over the last half-century – the Federal governor in Paris is only interested in 

air transport.’ 

Mick and Gray exchanged grins this time – they could trust Mick’s mum to know about 

this sort of thing. 

‘There’s really nothing in Britain – you know the state of the canal in Leicester. I think the 

Netherlands still have a viable network of waterways.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘You’d really 

need to go over there and look, if you have the time.’ 

‘You can visit a few customers for me,’ said Mick quickly. ‘I need to send them some 

samples.’ 

‘OK,’ said Gray. ‘We’ll do that.’ 

 

The following morning Gray collected Mick’s mum’s brother’s caller number, and then he, 

Ray and Carl caught the ‘bus into town with Mick, to visit Mick’s boss at Woolies in 

Gallowtree Gate. Gray had a sheaf of cloth samples with him, selected by Tereah and Yaro, as 

well as some products from Cray and Herluin, such as the hand-held computers which Miss 

Mee liked so much. There was also the latest line of low-energy lightbulbs from Houdain, 

some pocket callers like the one Fensie Matekins had, and a tiny music player which would fit 

into one ear: ‘No one will know you’re listening!’ 

Mick’s boss, Rob Payne, was always pleased to see ‘the bandit,’ as he called Gray, because 

‘the lad always brings such brilliant surprises.’ This time, as Gray spread his samples out 

across his desk and they all gathered round, he shook his head and said, ‘I don’t know how 

you do it, Gray. You’re a real tempter, you know?’ 

‘So, what’s your problem?’ asked Gray. ‘Are you short of cash?’ 

‘No – but Head Office is afraid that we may be in violation of planetary import restrictions. 

I’ve ordered so much product from you in the last six months that it’s distorting the planet’s 

balance of trade.’ 

Gray hooted with laughter. ‘Not our problem, Mr Payne. You sell the stuff, I get you more 

– if the planet wants to sell me anything, I’m happy to buy. But at the moment, no one’s 

trying.’ 

‘Right,’ said Rob Payne. ‘Let’s have a look at that caller, then – I could really use 

something pocket-sized.’ 

For the next half-an-hour Mick and Rob played with the samples, and then Rob’s chief 

buyer, Mandy Silverstreen, came in: ‘I smell action,’ she said, and headed straight for the 

hand-held computer. Rob and Mandy loved the fabric, ‘But to impress Head Office we really 

need to get some made up – can you get a local seamstress to produce something for us, 

Mandy?’ Gray had brought one full bolt of the fabric in a delicate rose pink, somewhat paler 

than Sarah’s dress had been; Mandy and Rob ‘oohh’d’ over it and discussed how it could be 

shown off to the best advantage. Eventually they agreed quantities and details of everything, 

and bought all the samples – Gray left with his backpack full of orders. Payment would be 

made (‘Terms: 30 days from receipt of goods’) into his bank account. It was the same account 
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which he had opened on Trer all those months ago when he first arrived there – the bank had 

branches right across the Federation, although it would be some weeks before money put in 

on Earth would be credited to his account on Trer. So far, Security on Trer had not frozen his 

bank account; Gray suspected that despite his ‘bandit’ status, the government had no legal 

means of freezing criminals’ bank accounts until they were actually found guilty in a court of 

law. So, until he was arrested and tried, his bank account would remain available. At least, 

unless the Federal government changed the law, when he would have to move his money 

quickly. 

Having finished their business with Mick’s boss, Gray and his friends left Mick to do an 

honest day’s work, found a public call box and called up Mick’s mum’s brother, who invited 

them out to meet him for lunch at the Central Railway Station in Loughborough. As Ray had 

never been on a train, Gray led the way to Leicester London Road station, where they caught 

a train to the Midland Railway station in Loughborough, then walked across town to 

Loughborough Central Station. Ray complained bitterly about the necessity to walk, asking 

why there were two railways and why they couldn’t have been built alongside each other. He 

also complained that the train lacked the ‘character’ of the trace on Trer, and said that he 

prefered to travel without sharing his personal space with the general public. Gray, who had 

loathed the Trerian trace as dangerous, impractical and expensive to maintain, let him moan, 

and pondered what sort of fuel would be cheapest to use in trains on Cray. The planet was 

short of tree cover, so wood burning was out of the question, but there was lots of coal, some 

oil and a great deal of water. Perhaps hydroelectric power? 

They eventually reached Loughborough Central. Gray enquired at the ticket office for Mr 

Mason, and was directed to an office on the station platform. Ray and Carl trailed along 

behind him; Gray realised that they were expecting to be bored, but said nothing; they would 

soon find out. He found the office door, knocked on it, and was called in by a cheerful hail. 

He pushed open the door to see a tall, solidly built man in casual trousers and shirt, seated 

at a desk covered in paper, files and in-and-out trays, but no computer – this was Earth, after 

all. The caller hung on the wall next to him. A wastepaper basket in the corner of the office 

overflowed with screwed-up paper. A round clock hung on the far wall, with a loud ‘tick’ and 

large black numerals and hands against a white face. The shade on the lightbulb which hung 

from the high ceiling overhead looked as if it hadn’t been changed in the last century. A 

bookshelf held a plethora of books ancient and modern, some with faded and split spines and 

others with gleaming new dust jackets. There were a few upright chairs against the walls for 

visitors to sit on. Over the desk hung a painting, a blur of light and dark, colour and blackness, 

a thunder of wind and rain. Graham had seen it before, and only smiled in recognition – it was 

Mick’s mum’s favourite picture as well as her brother’s. Ray and Carl gaped at it. 

‘What in space is that?’ exclaimed Ray. 

Mr Alan Mason had risen to greet them – he half-turned to look at the picture. ‘That’s a 

reproduction of Turner’s Rain, Steam and Speed,’ he said. ‘The original is thousands of years 

old. Brilliant, isn’t it?’ 

Ray clearly didn’t know whether it was or not – Carl went up to it and looked at it more 

closely. ‘No, no,’ said Alan Mason, ‘you need to stand back from it – now, look, there’s the 

locomotive …’ 

Gray sat down on one of the chairs while his friends puzzled over Turner’s genius, and 

Alan Mason talked volubly about steam traction, and running lines, and adhesion; and then he 

got on to the ‘more modern modes of traction,’ and talked about diesel locomotives, and 

electric power, and why the maglev doesn’t work; and then … 

Gray watched his friends’ faces as they began sceptical, and then became drawn in by 

Alan’s enthusiasm, and then began to ask questions, and then to discuss issues. Alan asked 

them if they wanted a cup of tea, and put the kettle on – Gray was amused that Ray accepted 
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without thinking, as he knew that Ray hated tea. Carl wandered around the room, looking at 

the books and asking Alan about them. Gray sat quietly and let the ‘magic of the railway,’ as 

Mick’s mum put it, work itself on his friends. It wasn’t that he was particularly a fan himself, 

but as Mick’s best mate he had spent a good deal of time in the past hanging round the 

railway talking to Darren, Alan Mason’s son and Mick’s cousin, who worked as a guard and 

would sometimes let them have a free trip in the guard’s van; and he was used to hearing 

Darren and Mick discuss matters connected with the track and the signals and the locomotives 

and the rolling stock, and he enjoyed travelling on the railway, sitting back and watching the 

countryside go by. He’d also watched other people come to the railway and seen it have the 

same effect on them – a kind of easy familiarity, like an old friend of one’s parents whom one 

knows well and who welcomes you unquestioningly without either of you having to do any 

work on the relationship. The railway simply was, and had always been, and always would 

be, in one form or another. After an hour, he was confident, Ray and Carl would have been 

drawn into the railway’s spell, and would be entirely happy with his plans to reorganise 

Cray’s on-planet transport. 

After the tea, Alan talked some more about railways and how to run them, and then he took 

them up to the station buffet for lunch, sat them down at a busy table and introduced them to a 

few of the other workers on the railway. One of them, recognising Graham from his days of 

cadging guard’s van rides with Mick, asked him what he was doing these days. ‘Haven’t seen 

you round here for a while.’ 

‘No, I’m working off-planet.’ 

‘Really? Where?’ 

‘At the moment I’m trying to revitalise the transport links on Cray.’ 

‘Cray – Cray – hmm, don’t tell me – it’s in sector four. Didn’t there used to be a famous 

music group based there? They called themselves the Cray twins – they said it was a joke, but 

I never got it.’ 

Gray preferred not to admit to total ignorance about music, but Alan rescued him. ‘That’s 

right,’ he said. ‘I’ve got one of their albums somewhere.’ 

‘So what’s transport like out there?’ 

‘It’s gone completely to potholes. Ray here’s been looking into it.’ Gray gestured to his 

friend, who took his cue to start talking about the transport situation on the far-off planet. 

Those in the buffet started to gently move in the direction of their table, either drawing up 

chairs or moving to stand within earshot. When Ray said, ‘Gray’s suggested rebuilding the 

rail links and developing the waterways,’ someone said, ‘Karan would jump at the chance.’ 

‘Who’s Karan?’ asked Gray. 

‘He’s come over from Volyn. He says things are pretty bad out there. Law and order has 

broken down and Paris’ – the speaker meant the Federal Governor in Paris – ‘doesn’t want to 

know about it.’ Gray nodded. He had heard something about this from Mick: as the Federal 

Governor had done nothing about the civil war on its borders the European Union or EU, a 

political-economic union of European states, had sent its own peacekeeping force into Volyn 

in an attempt to restore order, but as the soldiers were not allowed to shoot anyone they had 

had no effect. Ukraine was threatening to invade and refugees are pouring out of the country – 

a lot were going to Russia, but some were coming to Britain. ‘Karan’s desperate for any sort 

of work. He’s a skilled railway engineer so we’ve got him working here, but he’s got his wife 

and baby with him … they’re staying with me at the moment … he really needs something 

that pays proper money.’ 

‘This railway doesn’t?’ asked Carl. 

‘It’s run by a charitable trust,’ explained Gray. ‘Some people work for nothing and the 

salaried staff work for basic wages.’ 
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‘We’re supplying an important social amenity,’ explained Alan Mason. ‘But the Great 

Central has always been a privately-funded enterprise – we don’t get any money from 

government. So we can’t afford large pay packets.’ 

‘So why does anyone work here?’ asked Ray, thinking of his own handsome income from 

Trer government – although he hadn’t checked recently whether it was still being paid. He 

had no doubt that as soon as McCrae realised he had gone AWOL, it would be stopped, and 

he would be declared a Wanted Person. Or would she keep it quiet? He hadn’t thought about 

it until now, but he realised that he ought to check. He must remember to speak to Gray about 

it, when they weren’t in a public place as now … 

‘Can you imagine anything better than working with trains?’ asked Karan’s host. 

Ray could, but after his talk with Alan Mason, and looking at the avid faces around him, he 

realised that many people couldn’t. 

‘Do any women work here?’ he asked, looking around at the all-male company. Only the 

figure behind the buffet counter was female. 

‘Oh, yes,’ said another man, ‘but they don’t stop for lunch.’ 

‘Alice is on duty in the signal box,’ said someone else. ‘She never stops.’ 

‘Pamella took Karan for a walk up the line to check up on the maintenance gang,’ said 

another voice. ‘They should be back soon.’ 

‘When they get back, you should have a chat with Karan,’ said the latter’s host. ‘I can 

assure you he’ll be interested.’ 

Ray half expected him to reach for his caller and call the young man from Volyn, then 

remembered that pocket callers had hardly reached Earth yet. Until the walkers got back to 

the station there was no means of contacting them. The thought made him feel quite 

disjointed, as if he had suddenly discovered that there was a hole in his world. 

Gray gave him an encouraging grin. ‘They’ll be back soon,’ he said. ‘It sounds as if this 

Karan could be the man we need.’ Ray was about to ask him how he knew, then realised that 

he had been reading Karan’s host’s mind. Gray already knew a good deal about the young 

refugee, and liked what he saw. 

 

When Karan and Pamella arrived back at Loughborough at 2.00pm (14.00 railway time), tired 

and foot sore and ready for lunch, his host – whose name was Phil Brown – introduced Gray 

to them, and Gray, Ray and Carl sat with them in the buffet and explained what they were 

looking for, while Karan and Pamella ate and asked questions. It turned out that Pamella was 

a distant cousin of Karan’s, and had arranged his journey to Leicester when it became clear 

that he and his family would have to leave Volyn. Karan’s parents were staying with Pamella, 

while Karan and his wife and baby stayed with the Browns, friends and colleagues of Pamella 

and her husband. It was all very ‘family,’ thought Gray, and he thought sorrowfully of all the 

people of Volyn who did not have family networks to fall back on. 

Karan was indeed very interested in the work on Cray, and anxious to ‘come out and take a 

look.’ Gray promised to organise this and get back to him in a few days, and took Karan’s 

caller number – which turned out to be the Browns’ caller number – in order to contact him. 

He told Karan to contact Mick Wright’s if he needed to reach him in the meantime – Karan’s 

face at once lit up and he said, ‘Oh, Mrs Wright’s son? She’s been such a help to Mara’ (his 

wife), so Gray knew that it would be all right. 

It was about 4.00pm, or 16.00 railway time, when the three friends caught the train back to 

Leicester North. They sat watching the countryside going past, and Ray talked about travel, 

and the problems of being far from home, and Carl spoke of missing friends and colleagues, 

and Gray knew that they were thinking of Karan and his family, refugees far from their 

homeland, and as utterly unable to return home as if they had been on the other side of the 

galaxy. 
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‘Is there nothing we can do for them, Gray?’ Carl asked at last. ‘Can’t we impose some 

sort of peace there?’ 

Gray sighed and shook his head. ‘I simply don’t have the personnel,’ he said. ‘You know 

we only hold Cray, Herluin and Bessiday through personal contacts. Aoan only governs 

Gustu because they invited her to come and be governor. Volyn has been in a state of 

upheaval for years. It only needed the current decline in Federal power for the whole place to 

go up in flames. I can’t do anything without local influence.’ 

‘Then go there and get some,’ said Carl, a little sharply. 

‘I’m busy,’ said Gray. ‘Why don’t you go yourself?’ 

Carl was about to say, ‘All right,’ and then he stopped. ‘What language do they speak 

there?’ he asked. 

‘Not Federation,’ said Gray. 

‘Do they speak your language – I mean your human language – English?’ 

‘You heard Karan – some of them do, but not always very well.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Carl. There was a short silence, then Ray said: ‘What’s this European Union? 

Can you get some contacts that way?’ 

‘It’s a political-economic regional grouping of states,’ said Gray. 

‘You have a lot of states on Earth! Every city seems to be its own state.’ 

‘Not quite. It’s historical. Thorion isn’t much better – every house is its own state.’ 

‘Cray and Herluin and Bessiday have centralised government.’ 

‘You call Nick van der Ruhe’s set-up a government?’ 

Carl and Ray laughed. Ray said, ‘Not exactly, but you know what I mean.’ 

‘Gustu has a lot of semi-autonomous regions too,’ said Gray. ‘The point is, the planet 

where a race originated tends to have a lot of local autonomy and a well spread-out 

population. Planets which were colonised later tend to have a more centralised organisation 

and the population is grouped in a few large centres of population – the largest one is the seat 

of the government and is named after the planet.’ 

‘So Cray, Herluin and Bessiday were colonised?’ 

‘Yes – a long time ago.’ 

‘And the Gustu come from Gustu?’ 

‘We call the planet after them. They call it ‘Earth’ in their own language.’ 

‘And humans come from Earth. Where do Marys come from?’ 

‘Halleh – and there the pattern doesn’t work, because it was reduced to a smoking crisp in 

the Great War. There’s only one centre of population there now, and it’s a space station under 

a protective dome.’ 

There was another short silence, then Ray said: ‘Could we call up this European Union and 

find out what they’re doing in Volyn? Perhaps we could sell some Volyn business people 

some product. I don’t mean weapons – I mean luxury goods. Something that will enable us to 

make contacts there.’ 

‘You’d need to call a specific department, and I don’t know which one,’ said Gray. ‘I tell 

you what – as Mick is sending me to Amsterdam to see his sales reps, why don’t you ask him 

to take you to Leicester City Library tomorrow and do some research? You should be able to 

find some reference books which will tell you whom to call.’ 

‘Don’t you have computers for that sort of thing?’ asked Ray in disgust. 

‘What, on Earth? Don’t make me laugh!’ 

Ray sighed, shrugged and looked out of the window. ‘It’s time we brought this planet into 

the current century,’ he said. 

 

So Gray went to Amsterdam, acting as Mick’s agent, and chatted up a lot of sales reps, and 

explored the canals, and stopped to talk to a lot of people who lived or worked on the canals. 
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He discovered that the Netherlands, like Britain, had a viable road network, a good railway 

network – some lines supported by government money, some charitable trusts like the Great 

Central – but also had a good canal network. A great deal of freight travelled by water, and 

Gray’s chatting eventually led him to talk his way on to a freight carrier, with a promise to 

‘work his passage,’ so that he could see how this worked in practice. 

He was impressed. Water transport was not quick, but it was steady and and ideal for bulky 

and fragile goods. The railway could handle bulk up to a point, but fragile had always been a 

problem; the canal could handle both, provided the end-user was not in a hurry to receive the 

goods. The freight carriers moved steadily across country, travelling from one waterway to 

another through systems of gates and enclosures called ‘locks’, which Gray’s hostess proudly 

told him had been invented by the Dutch, millennia before. She also got out her plans of the 

north-western European waterway system, and showed him how a freight vessel could travel 

from the Netherlands to Belgium, across France to the Mediterranean, or across Germany to 

the Baltic Sea. Gray was amazed, and determined to reproduce this system of waterways on 

Cray – and on Herluin, and Bessiday, and everywhere else he could … 

There was a small crew on the freight vessel: the ‘master’, Mrs Mitte Schenkel, and her 

second-in-command, her son Paul, and the ‘lad’, who was actually Paul’s girlfriend Nina. 

Gray was a welcome additional pair of hands. Gray did not dare ask where Mr Schenkel was, 

but on the third day out of Amsterdam, Nina told him that he was working on a Dutch 

merchant vessel in the south Pacific. Gray wondered vaguely whether he would meet up with 

Mick’s dad … 

He enjoyed the work. Most of the time they sat on deck (if the weather was dry), or played 

cards in the cabin (if it was raining). When they reached a lock, it was all hands on deck, 

throwing out ropes and making fast, negotiating with the lock keeper, aiming for a smooth, 

fast passage through the lock and out the other side. The physical work was hard, and Gray 

realised that he was not as physically fit as he used to be – travelling about space 

disembodied, he had let his physical form grow weak. He needed to take more exercise. He 

should dance for Sarah, and run with Faroan, and walk with Carl and Ray, and play with 

Renual. He could take his dragon form and fly about the planets he was exploring. In short, he 

needed to get out more. 

He had to get back to Mick and his friends, and he had to visit Soba’s great aunt and sort 

out Soba’s flat and job – he couldn’t stay indefinitely. But he needed to find someone who 

would come to Cray and rebuild their canals for him. On the fourth day, around the evening 

meal, Mitte asked him about his own past – ‘you just walked in on us – what do you do when 

you’re not working your passage?’ and he explained his mission. Mitte’s, Paul’s and Nina’s 

faces lit up, and they all looked at each other and said, ‘Anke.’ 

‘Who is Anke?’ asked Gray. 

‘My sister,’ said Paul, and ‘my daughter,’ said Mitte. ‘She’s been looking for a boat.’ 

(Gray had been amused to discover that the river-going vessels were not ‘ships’, but ‘boats.’)  

‘Her partner’s family have a boat, but he wants his own,’ said Nina. 

‘They haven’t been able to afford anything. Things are so hard just now.’ 

‘I’ll call her,’ said Mitte, nodding towards the radio set in the corner of the cabin. ‘You can 

meet her somewhere.’ 

Gray loved that ‘somewhere’ – anywhere in Europe, wherever Anke Schenkel and her man 

happened to be on whichever boat they were working on. ‘That’s great,’ he said. ‘I’ll do that.’ 

He arrived back in Leicester a few days later, dropped in to see his mother and to play with 

Sophie, and then made his way round to Mick’s house in time for tea. Mick’s mum greeted 

him with: ‘Gray! Glad you’re back safely. How was Amsterdam?’ 

‘Great,’ he said. ‘I’ve found a canal engineer and her partner, and I’m going to sort out her 

papers and passage to Cray.’ 
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‘Karan called,’ said Mick’s mum, gesturing him into the lounge and shutting the front door 

behind him, ‘I told him you were still away but I was expecting you back soon.’ 

‘Yes – I’ll call him. I’ll fix him tickets on the same flight to Cray.’ Gray looked around the 

lounge. ‘Mick not back yet?’ 

‘They’ve had a spot of bother,’ said Mick’s mum. ‘They’ll be back soon.’ 

‘Bother?’ Gray was surprised. 

‘Something about identity cards. Mick had to go down to the police station with your 

friends. He called me about an hour ago to say that they were out and coming back on the 

next ‘bus.’ 

Gray sat down on the sofa. ‘Identity cards? Ray and Carl’s cards are perfect. And they’re 

both Federation, so there shouldn’t be any trouble.’ 

‘I know,’ said Mick’s mum grimly. ‘I’ll just get back to tea. Lay the table, will you, Gray 

duck?’ 

Gray got up and went to the sideboard to get out the tablecloth. His hair was flicking with 

anxiety or annoyance. What the Flame was going on? 

He had just got the tablecloth on the table and the cutlery laid out when a key sounded in 

the front door and Mick, Ray and Carl walked in. They looked harassed, but there was no sign 

of damage, which was just as well – the local police had a certain reputation for violence. 

Gray hurried to meet them, shaking Mick’s right hand and hugging Ray and Carl. ‘What 

happened?’ he demanded. 

‘Someone tipped off the police that I have people staying with me from off-planet,’ said 

Mick grimly. 

‘David Walker?’ 

‘Probably. The police, naturally,’ – Mick’s tone was sarcastic – ‘assumed that they were 

terrorists. We were all in my office in Woolies and they walked in and arrested Ray and Carl 

here. Confiscated their ID cards. Said that they were invalid, not Earth cards, they should 

have applied for entry visas –’ 

‘The hell they should!’ 

Mick nodded, and continued. ‘Wanted to know which space port they’d come in by, which 

liner they’d been on …’ 

‘Of course we know the names of all the liners running now, as we built them and 

commissioned them,’ put in Carl, ‘and I had a good idea of the schedules, so I just winged it. I 

was relying on Oroso not having put in accurate details when the passengers joined our liner 

at Oh, and I was right.’ 

Gray grinned. Sometimes Oroso’s inefficiency drove him mad, but it also had its 

advantages. 

‘They’ve never seen a Federation ID card,’ added Ray. ‘I couldn’t believe it.’ 

‘Ray tore their superintendant up,’ said Mick, smiling a little at the thought. ‘Told him he 

didn’t know his arse from his elbow. Said there’d be hell to pay. Said he’s General McCrae’s 

chief scientist, here on a secret mission to investigate the security situation in Volyn, and 

when they said they knew nothing about it he said, “That’s because it’s secret, dummies”.’ 

Gray winced. ‘And they let you go?’ he said. ‘I’m surprised they didn’t lock you up.’ 

‘They said they’d have to check it with General McCrae, and Ray told them to go ahead,’ 

said Carl. ‘Of course it takes three days to get a message to Trer, and so they had to fill out 

the paperwork in order to hold us, and when they put the details from our ID cards into the 

computer they discovered that we really are in the government service, and Ray works for 

Science and I’m in the Military, and they also discovered that our cards are latest Federal 

issue, so they had to let us go. But I think we’d better not hang around here much longer.’ 

‘No,’ said Gray. ‘Does this mean that McCrae hasn’t cancelled your IDs?’ 
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‘Yes,’ said Carl. ‘I’ve been wondering why not – I guess it means she can trace where we 

are, because wherever we use our card it comes up on her system – and so she can find out 

what you’re up to.’ 

Gray’s face changed: his eyes opened wide, then he began to laugh. ‘Flame! That woman 

is brilliant! Who needs spies when she can use my people to spy on me for her!’ 

‘Quite,’ said Carl. ‘So now she’ll know we’re on Earth.’ 

‘Tomorrow we’re going to Cray,’ said Gray immediately. 

‘I thought you were going to see Soba’s great aunt?’ 

‘I’ll take you to Cray and leave you to sort out Anke and Karan’s papers – then I’ll come 

back.’ 

‘Tea’s ready,’ said Mick’s mum. ‘Sit yourselves down, and tell me all about it.’ 

So they sat down and discussed the day’s events. But Gray realised that he would have to 

take greater care with his own security measures. Did he want McCrae being able to trace 

(almost) his every move? Did it make any difference? For the moment, he’d prefer not to 

hang around to find out, but he might have to change his travelling companions more 

frequently … 

 

‘Rose, what do you know about the situation in Volyn, on Earth?’ 

Rose McCrae swore, put down her pen and looked up from her desk. Graham Bradley was 

standing in the middle of her office, wearing somewhat toned down Aversham-style clothes, 

his golden hair rising off his shoulders. She was glad to see that the clothes were looking 

more responsible these days, but she had gathered from her contacts that the youth was 

actually doing some useful work in the lower sectors, so he would need to look the part. 

‘There’s a war on,’ she replied. ‘It’s been simmering for a while – it flared up last year, 

shortly before you left Earth.’ 

She really does know everything, thought Gray. ‘What are you doing about it?’ he asked. 

‘Nothing. It’s the responsibility of the planetary governor.’ 

‘He isn’t doing anything. The European Union have sent a peace-keeping force –’ 

‘I’m sure that will do a lot of good,’ said Rose sarcastically. 

‘I think you should do something,’ said Gray. 

She gave him a long look. ‘What would you suggest?’ she enquired. 

‘Clearly force won’t do any good – both sides are being armed by their respective allies. I 

had the idea of sending in some of my luxury goods and using them to make contacts, pull 

strings, and simply drain away the interest in the war. If the smart money sees that there’s 

more money to be made by trade …’ 

‘I gather that your latest line is worth a lot of money,’ added Rose. She noted his eyebrows 

rise, and explained: ‘The cloth. It’s radiation-proof, isn’t it? Is it bullet-proof too?’ 

‘To a limited degree,’ said Gray. ‘And it’s proof against a low-force blaster.’ 

‘Any time you want to sell some of this wonder-product to Federal agents, I can assure you 

a market,’ said Rose. Gray thought he detected the faintest hint of a smile in the corner of her 

mouth, and bowed. ‘I’d be delighted,’ he said. ‘At the moment we’re turning the stuff out as 

fast as we can to meet demand in the lower sectors, but I’m hoping to expand production to 

Herluin.’ 

‘Ah, yes, Herluin – the heru capital of the galaxy. They don’t produce the same quality of 

product, however.’ 

‘There are trace elements missing in the soil. My people are working on a fertiliser.’ That 

is, he thought, Emerean is working on a fertiliser. 

‘I look forward to seeing the results. Meanwhile, if you want to import the cloth to Volyn, I 

certainly won’t object.’ 

‘Earth government may, however,’ said Gray darkly. 
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‘Ah, well, I’m sure you can work around that.’ She gave him an arch smile. 

‘Last week two of my agents were arrested by Earth police.’ 

‘Two of my agents, you mean – who happen to be currently working with you. Yes, the 

British police can be a little over-enthusiastic. I’ve had to issue a reprimand.’ 

‘Why haven’t you cancelled their ID cards?’ Gray asked. ‘You’re still paying Ray, as well. 

I know you know I’ve got him.’ 

‘I know you’ve got both of them, and a few others too,’ retorted Rose. ‘While their cards 

are still valid, I can trace where they are – which means I know what you and they are doing, 

my dear bandit. I must congratulate you, by the way, on your work on the transportation 

systems on Cray. They’ve been in a parlous state for years. Canals and railways are exactly 

what’s needed. I do wonder how you’re paying for it, however.’ 

Gray sighed. ‘Out of cloth sales,’ he said. 

‘Ah, of course. I suspected as much. Well, do carry on the good work.’ She smiled 

encouragingly at him. 

Gray began to feel that he was being patronised. ‘If I send my agents into Volyn, will you 

vouch for them if they get arrested?’ he demanded. ‘I mean – will you say that they’re 

working for you? I realise that it may not help at all, but it might just enable me to get them 

out alive if something goes wrong.’ 

Rose raised her eyebrows. ‘Whom else would they be working for?’ she enquired. ‘I’m 

still paying for them, aren’t I?’ She looked down at the papers on her desk. ‘All right, Bradley 

– thanks for the update. You may go.’ 

Gray went, in a flash of light – and only afterwards realised that she had been addressing 

him as if he were one of her agents – and, worse, he had reacted as if he were. 

This won’t do, he thought. What I am doing, letting her boss me about? He realised it was 

because she had acted as if he ought to do as she said, and he had acted accordingly. What’s 

come over me? She’s my greatest enemy. OK, I went to see her because I wanted her to do 

something about Volyn because of Karan. So in that respect I put myself in an inferior 

position to her. That’s a lesson to me – I won’t do it again. I need to do something that’s way 

out of her orbit – I’d better go and sort out Soba’s boss. I assume that Rose doesn’t know 

about that – although as she knows about the cloth, she probably does. 

While he hung in space, considering this, Rose was congratulating herself for having kept 

her cool in the face of the Old One’s condescending superiority. She had actually managed to 

wrong-foot the arrogant Graham Bradley – he had even gone when she told him to go. She 

could feel justifiably pleased with herself. What was more, she had got half a promise out of 

him that he would sell her some of that new cloth, which her agents on Bessiday were raving 

over and which would be a real asset to the Federation. 

If only her own scientists could produce material like that! – but, like the interstellar drive, 

she suspected that it helped to have an Old One’s brain. They seem to know how sub-atomic 

particles work, and are able to manipulate and change them – whereas my scientists can 

hardly get their brains around the concepts, let alone tackle the practice. So these Old Ones 

just manipulate molecular structure and, bingo! we have a new cloth. I could use a few of 

them working for me. As it is, having Bradley and his cronies running sectors two to six is 

saving me a lot of bother – and they’re putting in the investment in personnel, expertise and 

money to develop these planets, which the Federal government, with so many calls on its 

resources, has never been able to do. If it were possible, it would suit me very well simply to 

install Bradley as over-governor of sectors two to six and let him get on with the process of 

rebuilding. 

But she knew that she couldn’t do that – Leel would never allow it. Leel, as a Gustu, had a 

deep, inbred hatred of the Old Ones. It goes back to the Great War, thought Rose. One has to 

make allowances. Although my agents on Gustu tell me that the government there has 
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appointed this General Aoan as governor, and that she’s very popular. So the Gustu on the 

home planet have dropped their prejudices – and those Gustu pirates are working for Bradley. 

It’s only the Gustu in the Federal sectors which still hate the Old Ones. 

Well, she wouldn’t tell Leel. She would hardly admit it to herself, but she was falling in 

with Bradley’s proposal to maintain a phoney war while really having peace, so that both 

sides could get on with their lives to their mutual advantage. And it seems to be an advantage 

at the moment, she told herself. The tourist trade has gone right up in the frontier around 

Bradley’s base on Oh. Bradley’s people are building some very nice freight vessels and 

passenger liners, which are carrying Federation people and Federation freight across sectors 

six to two at amazing speeds. I think it would be worthwhile allowing them to operate in 

Federal space as well, provided they work jointly with Federal companies, of course. My 

agents on Herluin are talking about smaller vessels for personal use, very quick and 

comfortable. I must ensure that the Federation will have the opportunity to buy some when 

they become available – I’ll put pressure on my agents to work on that. 

Then Bradley’s marketing on Earth is opening up some nice markets for Federal goods – 

and about time, too! And some nice products are coming into Federal space. The only thing 

which worried her was the quantity of Herluin weed which was coming in. Her agents were 

doing what they could, but it was very difficult to intercept – next time Bradley dropped by, 

she must speak to him about it. 

Apart from the weed, Bradley seemed to be enforcing the rule of law. According to her 

agents on Herluin, the Mithidry pirates had stopped raiding, and Nick van der Ruhe was 

making an effort to rule Herluin in the interests of all races – he was building a medical 

facility for Marys, and goodness knows that they need one, thought Rose. That’s something 

we’ve needed to do here for a long time. I must keep an eye on that and see how it develops. 

And Bradley has actually installed a governor on Bessiday and made her stick – the last 

Federal governor lasted about ten minutes. How has he done it? By linking her to the new 

medical facility. The local people look up to her as chief doctor and surgeon. They respect 

that. As for actual law and order, he’s got the big gang leaders eating out of his hand. Space 

only knows how he manages that. Her agents said something about weed (and, frankly, she 

had no objections to Bradley drugging the obnoxious bullies who ran Bessiday city), and 

dancing on a visual wafer, which she didn’t really follow and didn’t want to follow, and 

representative assemblies. This last puzzled Rose – the Old Ones had always had the 

reputation of being despotic tyrants, but here was Bradley offering to give everyone a say in 

government. She wondered what he was up to, but would watch developments with interest. 

She hated to give Bradley credit for political acumen, but he had already shown considerable 

political skill, so perhaps – he was trying to win the support of the ‘ordinary’ citizen for the 

government, so that when the gang leaders caused trouble he could simply isolate them and 

cut them out. In the meantime, the gang leaders would be hoping to control this assembly, and 

to use it to extend their power, so they would support the plan – and when they found that 

they couldn’t control it (it was Rose’s opinion that nothing can control the mass of ordinary 

citizens, except having enough of what they want, and a little bit of fear), it would be too late 

to stop it. Neat, she thought; very neat. I don’t intend to try it myself, in the Federation – but if 

it works on Bessiday, perhaps. Perhaps. 

Were it not for the fact that she needed to keep up the appearance of war, and that she 

really must show that arrogant teenager who was boss, she would be happy to let things run as 

they were… 

 

Gray walked into the government office where Soba used to work, carrying his backpack of 

samples, and asked to see Soba’s boss. When asked to give a name, he said: ‘I’m a friend of 

Soba T’omba, and I’ve come on his behalf.’ 
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For a moment he wondered whether this would be sufficient, but the secretary got up from 

his desk, went to a door, knocked, entered and spoke for a few moments to the person within. 

Then he returned and said to Gray: ‘You can go in.’ 

Gray noted the lack of ‘sir’, but said, ‘Thank you,’ and went. 

As he closed the door behind him, he looked around the office – small, darkened by 

almost-closed blinds across the windows to keep out the strength of the noon day sun – and at 

the man behind the desk, the government officer for something-or-other. He smiled and said, 

‘Good morning, sir. I’ve come on behalf of Soba T’omba. He’s had to go off-planet on family 

business – 

‘I know,’ said the other, straightening up in his chair, ‘and I know who you are, Mr 

Bradley. Won’t you sit down? Then I can call security, or you can tell me why I shouldn’t.’ 

Gray stared at him, his blond hair flicking about his shoulders. How did this man know 

who he was? And what was he intending to do? He saw that the other held him in contempt – 

why? He himself held no contempt for the other, except that he was only a human – but that 

was not contempt, more a feeling of protectiveness. But the man on the other side of the desk 

was regarding him with contemptuous amusement. This fool, he was thinking. This fool 

thinks he can run rings around us, as he has around Federal security. He thinks we’re fools as 

big as they are. Well, he’s about to find out differently. 

Gray was staggered. Who is this man? he wondered. He is no more intelligent than any 

other human. He can’t stop me disintegrating into space – he has no power over me. Then he 

saw that the other man regarded his white skin and blond hair as inferior and weak. He thinks 

I’m a coward, and that I’m easily bullied, and can be fooled into giving him money. He 

regards white people as foolish and proud and easily cheated.  

He was gobsmacked. Gray had never encountered colour prejudice before. At home in 

Leicester, rather less than half the population had white skin. A rich brown with dark brown 

hair was the norm. But everyone was regarded as equal, provided they all spoke with the local 

accent – Graham remembered that at school, children who had come from another town were 

sneered at until they learned how to speak like the locals. The idea of being regarded as 

inferior because of the colour of his skin was utterly alien to him. The Rhuaans were a little 

contemptuous of his golden hair, but as soon as they realised that his mental powers were 

equal or greater than theirs they respected him. And, of course, there were the other intelligent 

races of the Federation – the furry Marys, whose fur could be any colour from white through 

grey and brown to black (OK, there were few Marys on Earth – he had never seen any until he 

left Earth, but he had since learned from Memnon that some live in Australia and New 

Zealand) – and the pixie-like Gustu, who have pale skin and dark hair. There were a few 

Gustu living in Leicester, although there had not been any at his school, but he had seen them 

about in the city centre, shopping and using the library and sports facilities. Gustu were very 

keen on sport. He knew that there were a lot of Gustu living in Central America and in the 

Middle East. The intelligent races of the galaxy regarded each other with some suspicion and 

amusement, but generally put up with each other. Yet apparently this human had never 

encountered other intelligent races. For him, there were two sorts of people: his own dark-

skinned people, intelligent, brave, energetic and resourceful, and the white-skinned people, 

stupid and cowardly. 

This man was clearly not at all interested in acting in Soba’s interests. He was not 

interested in Soba, only in what he could get out of the situation. If Gray refused to play into 

his hands, he could move against Soba’s family, and accuse them of ‘aiding terrorists.’ So he, 

Gray, must try something else. 

‘I thought perhaps you’d be interested in seeing what Soba’s family off-planet are doing,’ 

he remarked, swinging his backpack off his shoulders. Opening it, he threw his sample book 

on to the desk. 
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‘What the hell’s this?’ The other picked it up. 

‘Cloth,’ said Gray. ‘A new type of heru fabric. Similar to silk, but it doesn’t deteriorate. It 

never gets dirty and it never wears out. It will keep you cool in hot weather and warm in cold 

weather. It protects the wearer from low-level radiation and from mild blaster rays.’ 

‘And Soba is making this?’ 

‘Yes. He’s interested in selling it here-planet, and is looking for an agent.’ 

‘An agent?’ 

‘I already have an agent in Europe. If you’re prepared to do a deal with me, then you can 

have agency rights in Africa, and what you do with them is your own affair – we won’t 

interfere with you if you don’t interfere with us. If you’re not prepared to do a deal, and if you 

have any ideas about calling security, then I’ll take my business elsewhere.’ 

‘I have Soba’s family,’ said his boss, thumbing through the fabric. ‘I can have them picked 

up within half an hour.’ 

‘I can have them off-planet quicker than that. And if I do, you don’t get the agency rights 

on the cloth – but someone else will.’ 

‘I can get this made here.’ 

‘You can’t. Heru doesn’t grow on Earth. It grows on Thorion and Herluin, and I have sole 

dealership on both planets.’ 

Soba’s boss looked up at Gray. His face still showed contempt, but it was modified 

contempt. He was weighing up how to get the agency and eradicate Gray and Soba’s family, 

thus removing the competition. It’s no good, thought Gray – I’ll have to move Soba’s family. 

Damn. 

‘I’ll have to think about this,’ Soba’s boss said. 

‘You’ve got a minute, then I take it somewhere else,’ said Gray. Or I could just kill him. 

That would be quite easy … it was very tempting. 

‘What company did you say you represent?’ asked the other languidly. 

‘I didn’t. I represent myself.’ Gray leaned across the desk and snatched the samples back, 

looking Soba’s boss in the eye. ‘Do you want this agency or not? Because I can find another 

agent faster than you can shit.’ 

‘Are you threatening me?’ 

‘No,’ said Gray, and gave him a mental blow which knocked him sprawling across the 

desk – and wiped the memory of the last few minutes’ conversation from his mind. ‘I’m 

acting,’ he said, ‘I always prefer action to words.’ Then he walked out, and when the secretary 

outside looked up at him, Gray grabbed his mind and twisted it, so that the secretary fell 

choking to the floor, and lay unconscious – when he recovered, he would also have forgotten 

everything from the last ten minutes. Then Gray leaned over the computer console on the 

desk, logged in using his password – Aoan’s password, which took him directly to the 

operating system – and instructed the computer to list all information relating to Soba 

T’omba. He then deleted most of it, and then he logged out and turned off the computer – 

which in itself would cause considerable confusion when the secretary came round – and 

walked out of the office. Then he stepped into space, and went to see Soba’s great-aunt. 

‘I’m afraid it didn’t go as well as I’d hoped,’ he said, and explained what had happened. 

She was philosophical. ‘Never under-estimate a politican’s capacity for stupidity. I’ll go 

and visit my niece, and we’ll all disappear into the country for a few weeks. These city people 

will never pursue us out there – too many lions and elephants. When the heat dies down, we’ll 

come back.’ 

‘I guess Soba will have to give up his flat.’ 

‘No, I’ll take it on. I can afford it. I’ll use it as an office for trading this cloth of Soba’s. I 

assume that you’ve no objections to my acting as agent?’ 

He grinned. ‘None at all. If you think it will be safe?’ 
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‘Oh, I think when the dust has settled after this morning it will be perfectly safe. And I’ll 

contact my old friends in the chemical industry and market it through them. Then it will all be 

legitimate. It’s a pity we can’t use government channels, but we can’t have everything.’ 

‘No,’ he said, sighing. ‘I’m sorry – I thought he’d jump at it.’ 

‘A sensible man would have done,’ she said, ‘but our politicians don’t have any sense.’ 

 

So Gray went back to Cray, to find Ray and Carl, who had sorted out transportation for Karan 

and his wife and baby, and for Anke and her partner – they would travel by passenger liner 

from Earth to Cray, and would arrive in a few days. Gray took the tickets to Earth and 

delivered them, with words of good will and encouragement, and then took himself off for a 

break with Renual – he reckoned that he had earned one. 



 148 

9: Horticulture Unlimited 

 

Renual was in a hurry to finish his shift that evening. His wife was due home, and he had 

been looking forward to her coming ever since she last slipped away. He had been to the gym, 

done a complete workout, had a massage, oiled his body, spent time over his hair and his 

clothes. He clocked out a minute after time, and hurried to his flat to find her. 

She was there already, waiting at the door to greet him. She was as lovely as always, so 

pale and vulnerable and feminine, so slender and tender, her golden hair a glorious cloud 

down her back, her eyes bright with delight and love and her red lips ready to kiss him as he 

stepped over the threshold. 

She had let herself into the flat with her key, and had already put on the evening meal, 

which she called tea – she was a good cook, although Renual liked to cook for them both 

himself when she was home. Still, he was glad that she had tea on the go already because he 

had planned an evening out for them. 

He came in, and swept her off her feet and kissed her, and she squirmed delightfully in his 

arms, crooning: ‘Oh, Renual!’ and returned his kiss warmly. She was just wearing a short blue 

dress, halfway down her thighs: lovely legs she had, so smooth and slender. He kicked the 

door shut, carried her into the bedroom, laid her on the bed and made love to her then and 

there. She squirmed and writhed beneath him in the most provocative and enticing manner 

and sighed: ‘Renual, darling – oh, darling, my sweet love.’ 

They clung together in passion for several minutes, but at last she said, ‘Darling, tea’s 

nearly ready. Would you like to change? And I’ll serve up.’ 

‘I’ll do that,’ he said, and gave her a great kiss which made her gasp and sigh, ‘Oh, 

darling!’ and then he hurried off to shower. She straightened her dress and combed her hair 

and went to put the finishing touches to the meal and placed it on the table as he came into the 

dining area. 

He was dressed smartly in his new suit, bought specially for her, and she ‘ooh’d’ and 

exclaimed, ‘Oh, darling – you do look handsome!’ and hurried to kiss him and rub her hand 

on his top shirt, and said, ‘This is lovely – oh, darling, you do look so virile and exciting.’ His 

chest swelled with pride and he kissed her passionately and thought how lovely she was and 

how lucky he was to have her, even though she was away so much. But their times together 

were very special. 

Tonight they ate staring lovingly into each other’s eyes. The meal was well cooked, and he 

congratulated her, and she blushed and said, ‘Thank you, darling. I know I’m not as good as 

you, though.’ He shrugged that aside and assured her he really appreciated her cooking. Then 

he said, ‘And I promised you an evening out this evening.’ 

She smiled delightfully and said, ‘Yes, darling. Where are we going – or do you want to 

keep it a surprise?’ He said, ‘It’s a surprise, but there’s a show and a meal and a club.’ She 

laughed and said, ‘Lovely.’ 

So they washed up quickly, so as not to have it to do later, as he always said, and she went 

and showered and changed her dress and combed her hair, and he drove them into town and 

parked the vehicle. They walked to the theatre, which was next to the vehicle park, and as 

they were early he bought drinks in the bar – neither of them drank alcohol, which he said 

rotted the body, but they had an exotic fruit juice, and stood by the bar staring into each 

other’s eyes as they drank. 

‘Oh, Renual, I do love you!’ she said softly, and kissed his lips, and he quietly returned her 

kiss and swelled with pride at his lovely wife and the fact that she loved him so much. 

Their drinks finished, they went into the auditorium, found their seats and sat down. It was 

a play – a new one, recommended by the critics. Not usually his sort of thing, but he knew she 
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was an intellectual and she would enjoy it. As it turned out, he enjoyed it very much – it was a 

political satire, very pointed and humorous. And she laughed so much she cried with laughter. 

At the interval, she said: ‘Darling, what genius inspired you to book this one? It’s 

absolutely wonderful.’ 

He smiled tenderly and said, ‘You’re enjoying it, then,’ and caressed her lovely cheek. 

‘Wonderfully,’ she said, and hugged and kissed him. 

After the interval it was even better, and they both laughed long and loud – the rest of the 

audience laughed just as loudly. At the end, she said, ‘Thank you, darling – that was 

glorious,’ and he kissed her warmly and said, ‘I enjoyed it too. Thank you for coming.’ 

‘Oh, darling,’ she said, and returned his kiss. 

They walked out of the theatre hand in hand, still laughing, and went to the restaurant 

where he had booked a table for a late meal. They had a wide choice of interstellar dishes, and 

had lots of fun choosing from the menu, most of which was strange to him. They drank 

sparkling mineral water and strange juices which made his darling Gray say, ‘I’m not sure this 

is non-alcoholic, darling,’ while he said, ‘It says so on the menu.’ 

‘Goodness,’ said Gray, ‘it’s something else equally powerful, darling!’ 

In any case, they enjoyed the meal, and he refused to show her the bill at the end. She was 

obviously anxious, but did not press him when he said, ‘I’ll deal with this, darling. I’m 

treating you.’ 

Then she smiled and said, ‘Thank you, darling.’ 

Afterwards they went on to the club. Of course they didn’t drink, except fruit juice, but 

they danced, and he already knew that she danced beautifully. She was lovely, erotic, sensual, 

vulnerable and utterly desirable all at once, and he felt that every eye around the dance floor 

should be on her. He hoped that they were, soaking up the beauty of his lovely wife. 

And she’s mine, he thought proudly. 

In some ways he was right. After all, Gray had actually agreed to marry Renual, and s/he 

spent time regularly with him. And she did actually love him, which was more than could be 

said of some of her/his liaisons. S/he adored his virility, his raw masculinity, his strength and 

gentleness, his physical power and tenderness, and s/he liked spending time with him: Renual 

rebuilt her self-esteem and energy levels from whichever battering they had recently taken. 

Renual was actually and legally Gray’s husband, married under Gray’s own name, although 

Gray Bradley rather than Graham Bradley.  

Of course, Renual was not Gray’s intellectual equal, and he knew it, although s/he never 

tried to emphasise her superiority. S/he was so obviously wild about him that he didn’t care 

that she was cleverer than him. He could cope with that provided she deferred to his 

masculine strength in everything – and she, well aware of his emotional needs, did so 

whenever they were together. So they were both happy: Gray had Renual’s virility and 

protectiveness, and Renual had Gray’s beauty and sensuality and love. The only thing they 

did not have was each other’s continual company, but Gray came back every week. So now 

they danced together, and she was lovely, ethereal and glorious, like an angel in sky blue, her 

golden hair a brilliant veil of glory around her head, every step perfect, her lovely hands 

tracing patterns of beauty in the air about her … she danced for him, but also for herself, and 

for all. Her dance was pure eroticism, pure sensuality, pure beauty, and all who saw it were 

stirred to the heart – male and female, human and Gustu and Mary. At the bar, the bartender 

stopped to watch; in the gallery, the manager looked down and said, ‘Who is that?’ 

‘I’ve no idea,’ said his personal assistant. ‘Shall I go and ask?’ 

‘Yes,’ said the manager, ‘and book her.’ 

The music ended, and Gray and Renual returned to the bar for a kiss and a smooch and a 

drink. Several of Renual’s friends came up and slapped him on the back and said, ‘May I?’ 

and kissed Gray’s cheek and said, ‘You’re looking lovely tonight.’ 
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‘Gray is always lovely,’ said Renual proudly, as Gray blushed and smiled modestly. 

They would gladly have claimed her themselves and carried her off, but they were afraid of 

him, because he was tall and fit and muscular; so they contented themselves with ogling his 

lovely wife in her short tunic dress, long-sleeved, belted at the waist, reaching only halfway 

down her perfect thighs, and her slip-on shoes, hardly there at all; and as far as they could tell 

she wore nothing else except her briefs and her lovely golden hair. When she looked at 

Renual, her eyes filled with perfect adoration; and every one of Renual’s friends would have 

given his life to have been Renual for that night alone. 

‘Ren,’ one whispered to him, ‘you’re the luckiest man alive.’ 

‘I don’t need you to tell me that,’ he retorted cheerfully. Gray, who caught the whispered 

words, gave him a sideways glance of love, and blushed. 

The music began again, and another man asked her to dance, but she would only dance 

with Renual. So he and she moved on to the dance floor agan, and danced – he was 

handsome, but she was lovely. 

The manager’s PA sidled up to one of Renual’s friends. ‘Who is that gentleman?’ she 

asked softly. 

‘That’s Renual Maisor.’ 

‘And who is that with him?’ 

‘His wife. She’s an absolute stunner.’ 

‘Yes,’ the PA agreed. ‘What’s her name?’ 

‘He calls her Gray. I don’t know what it’s short for.’ 

‘Gray Maisor,’ she muttered, and slipped away. That name would not have got her far, but 

as it happened after the next dance Gray went to the Ladies toilets – in female form, s/he 

thought it best to use the female conveniences. 

She had come out of a cubicle and was washing her hands – and face, for she was warm 

after dancing – when the PA, who had been shadowing her, came in on the pretext of 

adjusting her makeup. 

‘Oh, darling,’ she said gushingly, ‘I was watching you and your man. You’re both superb. I 

wish I had your figure.’ 

Gray laughed merrily, recognising a good actor when s/he heard one. ‘Your figure suits 

you,’ she said sweetly, ‘and my family tell me I should eat more.’ 

‘Oh, don’t, dear. Tell me, are you a professional dancer? I only ask because you’re a dream 

to watch.’ The PA adjusted her makeup in the mirror over the washbasins, frowing in 

concentration. 

Gray, who would never dream of painting her face – Rhuaans don’t – smiled as she 

replied, ‘No. But I do love dancing.’ 

‘If you ever need work, darling – not that I say you ever would – but if you did, there’s 

good money for people like you.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘Really?’ 

‘Yes, dear.’ The PA pouted into the mirror, patching up her lipstick. ‘Here, for instance.’ 

‘My husband would never hear of it,’ said Gray, gently, ‘he’s very protective.’ 

‘Oh, and I don’t blame him! He’s absolutely right.’ 

Gray smiled at the PA’s protestations. ‘I work for Security,’ she said quietly. ‘But my 

husband doesn’t know that the dancing is part of the act. No, don’t get me wrong – he’s clear, 

but not everyone here is.’ 

The PA blushed in shock. ‘Really? Are you sure?’ 

‘Some of his friends are smoking things they shouldn’t.’ 

‘Really? How can you tell?’ 

‘Let’s say I have a practised nose.’ 

‘My dear – I mean, what is your name?’ 
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Gray shrugged. ‘Call me Mrs Maisor.’ 

‘Mrs Maisor. For goodness’s sake – we know nothing about that – we do our best – our 

complete best – to keep this place clean – if there’s anyone here smoking illegal substances, 

we want to know about it.’ 

‘Don’t worry. You won’t be in trouble.’ 

The PA breathed again. ‘I would really appreciate your help in clearing such people out.’ 

‘Do you have a notepad?’ asked Gray. The PA nodded and pulled one out of her handbag. 

‘Three names,’ said Gray, and reeled them off. ‘I could even tell you where they got it.’ She 

recognised Nick van der Ruhe’s weed when she smelt it. I’d no idea we were running it so far 

– deep  into the Federal sectors … 

The PA tapped frantically. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And the manager would love a word 

with you.’ 

‘I’ll come and see him tomorrow when my husband is at work. What time would be 

convenient?’ 

’10 am?’ suggested the PA. 

‘That’s fine. I’ll see him then.’ Gray departed, saying, ‘Don’t come out straight away, will 

you? Leave it two minutes.’ 

Goodness, thought the PA, she is a pro – but not the sort we expected. 

 

‘Nick! Nick! Are you running weed to sector nine point two? You told me it was platinum!’ 

Nick Van Der Ruhe yawned, rolled over in his bed and took his lord into his arms, without 

opening his eyes from sleep. ‘It is, darling,’ he drawled, ‘pure platinum.’ 

‘Flame, Nick! I thought you at least would be honest with me. I knew we were running 

weed to the frontier planets, but not deep into the Federal sectors.’ 

‘Be sensible,’ drawled Nick. ‘If I wrote “narcotic weed” on the shipping manifest it would 

be stopped at the frontier – or looted by your pirates.’ 

Greh sighed in irritation. He supposed that was true. He pulled back from Nick’s embrace 

and frowned at his lover, who was doing a good impression of being fast asleep – and after all 

it was 2 am in Herluin city. 

‘It’s dangerous stuff, Nick,’ he pointed out reasonably. ‘It kills people. I don’t want my 

subjects dead before I’ve conquered them.’ 

Nick opened his eyes for a moment and looked straight into Greh’s. ‘You’re a fine one to 

talk,’ he said. Then, closing his eyes again: ‘They don’t have to smoke it. It’s their choice – 

freedom of the individual – there’s a demand – if we don’t meet it, someone else will – and I 

need to widen my markets. Bessiday can only smoke so much.’ 

‘It’s not that simple,’ retorted Greh. ‘Humans act irrationally when they’ve been smoking 

it. They have accidents which harm innocent people.’ 

‘Shame,’ muttered Nick. ‘There are regulations, aren’t there? Not my problem – up to the 

planetary government – if they want it, I supply it – you know horticulture is my biggest 

industry. We need the income to build that hospital for little Miss Memnon.’ 

‘We’re building up the Heru industry,’ retorted Greh, ‘so you won’t need to rely on selling 

the weed.’ 

‘Two products from the same plant,’ yawned Nick. ‘Why not make two incomes? Are you 

coming to bed?’ 

Greh sat back on his haunches at the side of Nick’s bed and regarded his lover. It was dark 

in Nick’s bedroom, but he could see Nick’s electro-magnetic field, and he was clearly 

currently very pleased with himself – pleased that Greh had come to visit him, and pleased to 

have ‘won’ the argument. The problem was that Nick was correct: he did get a valuable 

income for Herluin and for the Empire from selling weed to the Federal sectors, and Greh had 

himself used it to control his pirates, and had been happy to use it to control the criminal 
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elements on Bessideh, and had turned blind eye to Nick’s export activities. Now that he found 

the drug being exported to a planet where he had personal friends, he felt quite differently. 

But it was too late … he struggled to balance his love for his friends and affection for his 

future subjects and care for their welfare, against his need to keep Nick happy and encourage 

the economy of Herluin, and his own honesty – he himself liked the thick, sweet and heady 

fumes of Nick’s weed, and as he was a Rhuaan the fumes were not poisonous to him, just a 

pleasant stimulant. 

‘I’ll have to get you under control on this,’ he muttered. 

‘Come on and do it,’ retorted Nick, holding out his arms in Greh’s general direction. Greh 

gave it up and got into bed with him. 

‘Platinum,’ he muttered into Nick’s ear. ‘Horticulture!’ 

Nick giggled. ‘It gets me a visit from you. Worth every word of it.’ 

‘Flame,’ muttered Greh, and set about making love to his subordinate while still thinking 

hard. Clearly he couldn’t stop Nick exporting the weed – and they did need the money – so he 

would have to get control of the trade so that he could make the best use of it. So he would 

have to find out who was peddling the stuff on Taratradene … 

 

Renual was getting a little anxious as to where his wife had got to, as she had been gone at 

least five minutes, but at last she came running out of the ladies, said: ‘There was a queue,’ 

quietly in his ear, and he kissed her and hurried her to the bar for another drink of fruit juice. 

They stood together, arms about each other, laughing over nothing and kissing sweetly. At 

last they went back on the dance floor and again Renual’s heart swelled with pride at the sight 

of his lovely wife dancing. 

At length, tired and happy, they left the club, walked back through the quiet streets to his 

vehicle, and drove home. Here they let themselves in, and she made a warm drink which they 

drank sitting cuddled on the sofa, before retiring to bed. 

‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ she whispered to him. 

‘Thank you for coming,’ he whispered back, and she smiled tenderly. They kissed – they 

undressed and slipped into bed together and made love again and again. She had boundless 

energy and never turned him away. At last they fell asleep in each other’s arms. 

The next morning she said, ‘I can stay until tomorrow morning, darling – then I’m due on’ 

– and she named a planet he didn’t know. 

‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a great time this evening.’ 

‘Would you like me to make tea?’ she asked, and he said, ‘Yes, do that.’ 

‘Then I’ll do a little shopping this morning,’ she said. ‘While you’re on duty, darling.’ 

So he went off to patrol the factory, leaving her with tender kisses, and she went into town. 

He thought she took his vehicle – he left her the key – but in fact she simply transferred 

herself there. 

She went to the club which they had visited the previous evening. She was dressed simply, 

in a sheathe dress to half way down her thighs, in deep blue, with a deep blue cape thrown 

about her shoulders; very fashionable and very stylish. Her shoes were simple, flat slip-ons. 

Her long golden hair floated free. She approached the reception desk. 

‘Mrs Gray Maisor to see the manager,’ she said, in a sweet, low voice. ‘I have an 

appointment for 10 am.’ 

The receptionist recognised her and said, ‘I’ll just call him,’ and spoke into her caller. 

‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘Please go upstairs – first door on the left by the lift.’ 

Gray was glad that there was a lift. She went up to the first floor, and knocked on the first 

door on the left. 

‘Come in,’ called a human male voice, and Gray entered. 
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She stood on the threshold for a moment, a picture of feminine beauty and vulnerable 

fragility. ‘Mrs Maisor,’ she said, smiling shyly. 

‘Do come in, Mrs Maisor,’ said the manager at once, rising to take her long, delicate white 

hand in his own large, rough one and shaking it firmly, ‘I’m Reg Finessenge – please, sit 

down.’ 

He gestured at an easy chair. She smiled, slipped off her cape and hung it over the back of 

the chair, and seated herself, trying to look as if she was comfortable, whereas in fact she was 

longing to tuck her feet under her legs – but she realised that such a gesture would be 

completely out of order in this office. 

‘Last night your personal assistant said that you were anxious to speak to me, Mr 

Finessenge.’ She clasped her hands loosely on her knees. 

They were lovely knees. The manager swallowed the lump which had appeared in his 

throat. ‘Call me Reg,’ he said. 

‘No, I prefer Mr Finessenge,’ she said quietly. 

His eyes ran over her. She was slender and clearly young, but her eyes seemed older; her 

expression was sober and grave. He could see the curve of her breasts beneath her dress; she 

clearly wore no breast support. Her dress was expensive and well cut. 

‘I understand that you identified some of my customers as smoking illegal drugs last 

night,’ he said. ‘I am very concerned that such substances could have got into this 

establishment.’ 

‘So am I,’ she said gravely. ‘Do you know where they could have obtained their supply?’ 

‘No,’ he replied. ‘I was hoping you would. I have contacted Security about the three you 

identified last night.’ 

She bowed her head in acknowledgement. ‘I can look into it for you,’ she said carefully. ‘I 

suspect the pusher may frequent this club.’ 

‘It would be ideal for us if we could use some form of undercover agent,’ he said. ‘An 

entertainer, for example’ – 

She smiled gravely. ‘Your personal assistant made some remark on my dancing – I’m 

afraid it’s totally out of the question, Mr Finessenge. My husband would never allow it. I 

haven’t even told him I was coming here this morning. He knows I work for Security, but if 

he knew I was talking to you now he would be very angry – he’s very protective.’ 

‘Yes,’ said the manager. ‘I’ve seen Mr Maisor.’ 

Gray nodded her head. ‘However, it may be that we shall come here again, and if we do I 

shall make enquiries. In the meanwhile I may make subtle enquiries of my husband, who 

knows the three who had the illegal drugs last night.’ 

‘Perhaps you should talk to our local Security people. Do you know them?’ 

‘No – I work interstellar, and this is not part of my pitch.’ 

He passed her a small piece of card. ‘That’s the caller number.’ She smiled gravely and put 

the card into a concealed pocket in the side seam of her dress.  

She would be going now, he realised, and decided to take the plunge. Could he persuade 

her to help him out a little further? ‘What does your husband do for a living, Mrs Maisor?’ 

‘He’s a security officer at Interstellar Technologies. It’s a very responsible job and he takes 

it very seriously. We don’t go out a great deal – he doesn’t like to let himself go.’ 

‘You were both enjoying yourselves so much last night –’ 

‘He was treating me. I must warn you that you’re unlikely to see us again in your delightful 

club, but don’t be offended – it’s no reflection on your club. Now, unless there is anything 

else –’ 

She rose from her chair, relieved to be standing upright again – sitting with her feet lower 

than her knees was so uncomfortable. He also stood up. ‘I’m very sorry – I’d hoped to tempt 

you with free membership –’ 
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‘Impossible,’ she said gently. ‘My husband would never accept it. But thank you, Mr 

Finessenge. Now I must go – I’ll show myself out.’ And she walked out, carrying her cape 

over one shoulder, leaving him completely smitten and at a loss for words, wondering 

whether he would ever see her again. 

She went shopping; she went home. She prepared a meal for the evening and set it to cook 

slowly. She bathed and rubbed herself with sweet oils, and waited for Renual to come home 

for lunch. 

He was on the six ‘till two shift, and came in at 2.30pm. She had lunch set out on the table 

– a salad. He showered and changed into casual clothes – trousers and a teeshirt – and they sat 

seated side by side at the table, pausing to kiss as they ate. She asked him about his morning, 

what he had been doing, the people he had met, his plans for that afternoon; he did not ask her 

about her morning, for he simply assumed that she had only been shopping, as she had said 

she would. He planned to spend an hour in the gym as usual that afternoon, and she asked 

sweetly if she could come and watch him work out. She knew the sight would give her great 

sexual pleasure. He agreed readily – he loved to have her watch him exercise. 

‘You can’t come into the hall for safety reasons,’ he had said the first time she had asked to 

come with him, ‘but there’s a visitors’ gallery.’ 

‘I’ll stand up there, darling, and watch you,’ she said, all a-quiver at the thought of his 

beautiful body exercising. 

They walked to the gym, for he believed in fresh air and exercise. They parted on entry 

with an embrace – she went up to the visitors’ gallery, he to change into his workout kit. She 

sat down on the bench which ran around the rail of the gallery, watching the young human 

males working out below her, and let herself become sexually excited. She would enjoy 

herself with Renual later. 

Her hair waved behind her as if in the breeze – but there was no breeze … 

‘Hi, Gray!’ said a voice. 

Gray jumped. She turned her lovely head and saw one of her husband’s friends standing 

over her. ‘Oh – hi, Worran.’ 

‘What brings you here?’ he asked, swinging his legs over the bench and sitting down 

beside her, rather close for her liking. 

‘I’ve come to watch Renual work out. He’s getting changed now.’ 

He moved slightly further away from her at the mention of her husband’s name. ‘I haven’t 

seen you here before.’ 

‘No, I haven’t been able to come before.’ 

‘Taking a holiday?’ 

‘A few days leave.’ 

‘What do you do, exactly?’ 

‘Oh, I work off-planet,’ she said. ‘What do you do? Renual said you used to work at 

Intech.’ 

‘Yes, I’m a computer whizz. I write programs – you know, the routines which make the 

computer do what you want it to do.’ 

Clearly he assumed that she must be a fool, thought Gray. Well, all the better – she could 

ask anything and he’d answer. 

‘That must be interesting,’ she answered, open-eyed and sweet mouthed. ‘Where do you 

work now?’ 

‘A place in town called Hydrotech. We deal with the water supply – keep it clean, 

desalination, all that.’ 

‘Oh, I see.’ Gray realised that the water supply was one of the everyday concerns that at 

some point in the future she would have to know about and look after – she wondered who 

sorted out the water supply on Cray, Herluin and Bessiday. On Halleh, Aoan had installed a 
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recycling plant. On Abbaba and Oh, she had simply used the old pumps installed by the 

Federation to bring up water from underground. On Thorion, the population was so small that 

they used the natural springs. On Earth, her mum paid a monthly fee for a clean water supply 

and sewerage – that, at least, seemed to have kept working through all the years of neglect, 

although Gray remembered her mum complaining about the cost of the water rate, and she 

wasn’t sure how sewage was dealt with. This is the sort of technical area which the Marys are 

good at … I must talk to Memnon… 

Worran had produced a packet from his pocket, and was holding it out to her. ‘Like a 

smoke?’ 

‘Oh – no thank you. Renual doesn’t approve.’ 

‘Go on. He’s not here yet.’ 

Dare she? Gray considered, and giggled. ‘Oh, yes, please’ – she took one of the little paper 

tubes from the pack. Worran pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit it, and she held it to her 

lips and inhaled cautiously. Yes, it was definitely Nick’s weed. Flame! Wherever does he get 

it from? 

‘Have you smoked this stuff before?’ asked Worran, watching her face. 

‘No,’ she lied. ‘It’s good. Where did you get it?’ 

‘Oh – I have a source of supply.’ He grinned and lit another for himself. ‘I can get you 

some if you like.’ 

‘Better not,’ she said. ‘Renual really doesn’t like it at all.’ 

‘He’s not out yet,’ he said. ‘Look – I’ve been wanting a word with you on your own for 

ages.’ 

She smiled at him, and inhaled slowly. 

‘Whatever do you see in him?’ asked Worran. 

She shook her head at him. ‘He’s lovely.’ 

‘He’s an oaf!’ 

‘He isn’t. He’s sweet.’ 

Worran snorted. ‘Women! You mean he has big balls and a big prick.’ 

‘Yes – how did you know?’ 

He blushed and laughed and said, ‘You’re not as innocent as you look.’ She laughed 

merrily. 

He inhaled and then said, ‘You were gorgeous last night. Absolutely angelic.’ 

She smiled charmingly. ‘Thank you.’ 

‘I wish you were mine.’ 

She raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Worran! If I tell Renual you said that –’ 

He put a hand on her knee. ‘But you won’t, will you?’ 

She frowned at him. ‘Keep your hands to yourself. I might.’ She inhaled again. 

He removed the hand, asking: ‘Even if I get you some more of that?’ 

‘What? Bribery?’ She frowned at him again. 

‘Listen,’ he said, bringing his mouth close to her ear, ‘you’re a very beautiful woman, and 

I’m wild about you. OK? Now, don’t go telling Renual or he’ll kill me.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said lightly, ‘he will.’ 

‘But I need to talk to you – in private.’ 

‘Talk away.’ 

‘This isn’t private.’ 

Renual is still getting ready. It’s private enough.’ 

‘Look,’ he said in a rush, ‘after last night – I’d do anything – simply anything – look, 

anything just for one smile off you – please, Gray – can I call you Gray?’ 

‘I can’t stop you,’ she lied, inhaling another mouthful of weed smoke. 

‘I’ll get you some more of those,’ he said confidentially, ‘as you like them so much.’ 
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‘Thank you,’ she answered, smiling. 

‘Listen, Gray – do you spend most of your time off-planet?’ 

‘I come home once a week.’ 

‘Could I see you when you come home?’ 

‘I spend all my time with Renual.’ 

‘I can give you a good time – Renual doesn’t go out much. I saw last night how much you 

enjoy dancing – I love dancing – I’d especially love it with you.’ 

‘Worran,’ she said lightly, ‘forget it. Do you think, if I’m seen out with you, that Renual 

will let either of us live twenty-four hours? Here he comes – now, run away.’ 

He took the hint and went – and she extinguished her ‘smoke’ in her hands. Oddly, he 

never saw her throw it away, but when she got up to go there was no sign of it. 

 

Gray sat watching Renual, her darling virile human male, and though furiously. Worran had 

just offered her, to all intents and purposes, his body and a way into his drugs ring, which 

would presumably take her into the criminal circles of the planet and thence, eventually, the 

sector. She wasn’t much interested in his body, but she would take it if it was the only way in 

– if she could only get the same hold on the criminals here as she had on Bessiday – and, 

come to that, Herluin – it would be a first step towards controlling the Federation from the 

bottom up.  

The trouble is, I can’t easily do it without upsetting Renual. Better I let Security pick up 

Worran and get his contact out of him. That will get me in with local Security, and thence 

upwards, I hope. 

Her mind was made up. After all, Renual knew that she worked for Security, so if he found 

out that she had contacted them he would simply assume it was part of her job. 

She watched Renual working out, and licked her lips lasciviously. He was so strong and 

virile – pure male – and she, who was both genders and neither, found this extraordinarily 

erotic. 

 

When he had finished and gone to shower, she rose to leave, and found that Worran was 

watching her from a doorway. ‘I’ve been playing soft ball,’ he said, ‘and came back to see if 

you were still here.’ 

‘I’m just leaving,’ she said, matching action to words and walking towards the stairs down 

to the entrance foyer. 

‘Gray,’ he said, walking beside her, ‘can I see you again? Tonight?’ 

‘No,’ she said. 

‘Tomorrow?’ 

‘Renual is on six ‘till two.’ She meant that his shift started at 6.00am and ended at 2.00pm. 

‘Can you meet me somewhere?’ 

‘Perhaps.’ 

‘In Benisons? At 9.30am? By the red cactus. Please,’ he begged, ‘and I’ll have some more 

of those smokes.’ 

She looked at him and said, ‘Perhaps.’ He grabbed her hand and kissed it. 

‘Please,’ he said. ‘I can make it worth your while.’ 

‘I don’t know how,’ she said, ‘but perhaps, Worran. Now – I must go and meet Renual.’ 

He had not intended to release her hand, but he found he had to. She slipped from him and 

was gone down the stairs in an instant, leaving him bewildered and lovestruck. 

Later he saw Gray and Renual walk out together, arms about each other, kissing fondly. 

What does she see in him? he wondered. Great wanker, all balls and prick – all muscle and no 

brain. And she is so beautiful – and she’s no fool, either … 
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He couldn’t make it out. But he hoped desperately that she would be at Benison’s the next 

day. 

 

Gray never let on to Renual during that whole evening that she had done anything at the gym 

other than admire his lovely body. She said a good deal about his body, however, and they 

spent a pleasant evening of lust. 

The following morning, over breakfast, Gray said sadly to her husband, ‘I must go this 

morning, darling. I’ll be back on Saturday and we can spend the whole day together.’ 

He knew that there was no point in protesting. Her lovely eyes were full of tears – her face 

showed her grief. Even her lovely hair was limp. He took her in his strong arms and 

comforted her, and she seemed happier. She told him exactly when she would be back; he 

wrote it on the calendar on the kitchen wall. He went off to work; they parted with a 

passionate embrace. 

Gray sat down on the sofa, face in hands, and allowed herself the luxury of a good cry. She 

always hated leaving Renual, even though she knew she could not possibly stay permanently. 

At last she rose, tidied the house, washed up breakfast and put the plates away, and left a 

single lovely flower in a vase for Renual to find when he returned. She laid the table for his 

lunch, and then let herself out of the flat. 

Swathed in her cloak, her eyes still red, Gray transported herself to Benisons in town. She 

walked down the road to a public caller box and rang  Security. 

‘Hello? May I speak to Officer Charn, please? Thank you – hello? Officer Charn? I have 

information regarding a pusher of narcotic drugs in town – yes – yes – I’m meeting him in 

Benison’s in ten minutes. At the table by the red cactus. You’ll know me by my blonde hair – 

yes – thank you.’ 

She put down the caller and walked down the street, looking in shop windows. She 

checked the time on her wristwatch, walked back up the street and into Benison’s. 

‘Good morning,’ she said to the young human male on the door. ‘I’m supposed to meet 

someone here – a Mr Zehnten – he’s booked a table, I think.’ 

He looked down the list on his desk and said, ‘Yes – come this way –’ and led her to the 

table by the red cactus. Gray had never been in Benison’s before, but this was definitely a 

cactus, and it was very red. It stood in a large ceramic pot, which was also coloured red, and 

partly screened diners at this table from the rest of the restaurant. 

‘May I take your coat?’ the young man asked, and hung it up by the door. She stood by the 

cactus and waited – slender, tender and vulnerable – waiting for him – or not … 

‘Gray!’ he was at her side, all eager smiles, smelling strongly of some sweet body oil. 

‘May I?’ He kissed her cheek. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come.’ 

He sat down opposite her. ‘I’ve brought you something.’ He passed over a package 

wrapped in brown paper. She opened it with careful hands. It was three packets of weed 

smokes, marked with the distinctive pine tree of Herluin – clearly Nick’s work. 

Flame, she thought. I shall have to start checking all Nick’s consignments. He’s got right 

into the Federal sectors and I knew nothing about it. I know I’m a criminal, but this is 

ridiculous. 

‘Lovely,’ she said, turning over a box in her hands, ‘What a pretty box.’ 

He laughed and said, ‘It’s the contents that count.’ 

She smiled at him. ‘Thank you, Worran. Isn’t it rather dangerous carrying these about with 

you?’ 

‘Oh, no,’ he said, smiling boldy, ‘the security police won’t notice a brown paper parcel. 

Are you going to open them?’ 

She wondered where Security had got to, as it was 9.30am already … she opened a packet, 

and offered him one, and he took one and lit it, and held his lighter to hers. They inhaled 
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gently – she wrapped up the packets and put the parcel to one side, as a waiter came up with 

the menu and left them to consider hot drinks, cold drinks, cakes and sandwiches. 

‘Have you been here before?’ he asked. 

‘Never,’ she answered, shaking her lovely head. 

‘It’s a lively place in the evenings. If you could get away – we could have lots of fun here.’ 

She shook her head. ‘No.’ 

He sighed. ‘You’re doing yourself no favours.’ 

She raised her eyebrows. ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘You could go far if you weren’t shackled to Renual.’ 

She frowned at him. ‘I’m not shackled. I’m hardly ever here-planet, Worran.’ 

The waiter returned. ‘Are you ready to order?’ he asked. 

‘Two black coffees, please,’ said Worran at once, without even looking at Gray. As the 

waiter departed with the menus, Gray said softly, ‘Worran – I don’t drink coffee.’ 

‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘this isn’t coffee.’ 

‘What is it?’ 

‘You’ll see when it comes.’ 

She inhaled on her smoke stick and felt her mind unwind gently. For a moment, she could 

have been back on Oh with the pirates about her – she put the thought aside. Where the Flame 

was Security? It was twenty to ten … 

‘What do you propose I should be doing, Worran?’ asked Gray. 

‘You could be having a lot of fun. Every eye in the club was on you the other night. Any 

man who saw you that night would just fall into your arms. You could have a different man 

every night – go places – see things –’ 

Her mouth twisted in amusement or contempt. ‘Don’t you give me any credit for fidelity?’ 

‘What, to Renual? Pull the other one.’ 

‘I happen to love him.’ 

‘Well, I happen to love you.’ 

She smiled sadly. ‘Thank you for the smokes, and I really appreciate the morning out – but 

I adore Renual, and I don’t adore you.’ 

‘You haven’t given me a chance,’ he retorted, hurt. 

She sighed and shook her head. ‘Here’s the coffee.’ 

As the waiter left them, she sniffed cautiously at the drink. It was something narcotic – not 

one of Nick’s mixes, but presumably something similar. Harmless to Rhuaans, however. She 

sipped it carefully. 

‘What do you think?’ he asked eagerly. 

‘It’s a Mary brew, isn’t it?’ she answered. 

‘Is it?’ He was caught off-guard, and she suddenly realised – from the abrupt hole in his 

electro-magnetic field – that he knew nothing about Marys. Whoops. Obviously she 

shouldn’t, either. 

‘I think so,’ she said vaguely, and drank it quite quickly, much to Worran’s surprise. To a 

human stomach it was a powerful stimulant, but to a Rhuaan it was a pleasant light beverage. 

Where the Flame is Security? she thought. Aren’t they coming? 

Clearly not – and Worran was saying, ‘Do you like it?’ 

‘Oh, yes, it’s pleasant,’ she said, smilingly. 

‘Gray,’ he said, inhaling his smoke stick and reaching out a hand to touch hers – ‘I asked 

you here today to tell you I’m crazy about you. And I want to make love to you. Will you 

please have me?’ 

She stared at him, eyebrows raised, lips set in an incredulous smile. 

‘Please, my love? My beauty, my heart? Please? You are so beautiful, Gray, I can’t sleep at 

night for thinking about you.’ 
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‘Worran,’ she said softly, ‘I’ve told you. I love Renual, and I don’t want to be unfaithful to 

him.’ 

‘I don’t believe you. It’s not possible. He’s – he’s in a different dimension to you.’ 

She stared him in the eye and took in the whole of his mind. He wanted her because he 

wanted everything good that other people had. You greedy pig, she said to herself, and aloud: 

‘I told you I love him.’ 

‘What do I have to offer you? Smokes? Drink? Money? A good time? A big prick?’ 

She came to a decision. Security were not coming, Nick was running her around, and she 

needed to take control. ‘No,’ she said, stubbing out the stub of her smoke stick, ‘I’m not for 

sale, Worran. What do you think I am?’ 

‘An angel,’ he said. ‘Too good to be true. Yet – you came this morning. Why?’ 

‘Perhaps I was curious as to what you would have to say for yourself.’ 

‘And – what do you think?’ 

‘I’m not convinced.’ 

‘Gray – listen – I’d buy you anything.’ 

‘I have my own money. I do work, you know.’ 

‘What do you want? Everyone can be bought. What’s your price?’ 

Your soul. She almost laughed out loud at him, but managed to keep a straight face and 

carry on the act. ‘Where do you get your smokes, Worran?’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I’m interested.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Never mind. You asked for my price – that’s it.’ 

He swallowed hard. ‘You mean – I tell you my supplier and you’ll –’ 

‘Yes. Better still, take me to meet him.’ 

‘To meet him?’ 

‘Yes. And then I’ll – whatever you think is a fitting reward.’ 

He swallowed again. ‘Come back to my flat and I’ll give him a call.’ 

She nodded, got up, took his package under her arm and went to pick up her cloak. He rose 

as well, sweating a little, went to the cash desk, paid the bill, led her out – down a street, 

down another, to a block of flats – he opened a door with a key, led her into a well-kept foyer, 

called a lift and took her up ten floors, then across a landing where he drew out another key, 

opened a door, said, ‘Come in, Gray. Make yourself at home.’ 

She smiled, entered. It was a typical bachelor flat – it had been smart and modern, but it 

hadn’t been kept clean, the room smelt of dust, there were piles of journals and technical 

publications lying about on the floor and the table, and the curtains had not been properly 

drawn back that morning so that the flat was in semi-darkness. She took all this in at a glance, 

and decided to say nothing – let Worran think she was happy with his slovenly lifestyle. She 

took off her cape, hung it over the back of a chair, slipped off her shoes and sat down on the 

sofa with her legs tucked under her. 

‘Here,’ he said, ‘have one of your – our – smokes – I’ll light it,’ and a moment later she 

was reclined on his sofa, inhaling peacefully, while he got on to the caller. 

After a short conversation, he said, ‘He’ll be here in ten minutes,’ and put down the caller 

handset. He came and sat on the end of the sofa and ran a daring hand up her calf. 

‘Gray,’ he said, ‘can I ask why –’ 

‘No,’ she said, ‘and keep your hands to yourself.’ 

‘Please,’ he whispered, and she sighed and said, ‘Oh, very well.’ 

He caressed her calves, but dared not touch her lovely thighs. After a few minutes, he said, 

‘Gray, I adore you. I’ll do anything to win you.’ 

‘Forget it,’ she said, blowing out smoke. 
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‘Why, darling?’ he pleaded. 

‘You’ll see,’ she said. ‘Wait until your friend comes.’ 

The door bell rang – Worran leapt up and ran to the door. Gray rose to greet his guest as he 

entered – a thin, narrow-faced human male, dressed quietly, carrying a small attaché case. 

‘Bes, this is Gray – Gray, Bes,’ said Worran. ‘Sit down, Bes.’ 

Bes sat down, staring at Gray as if thunderstruck. At last he said, ‘Well, what can I do for 

you?’ 

‘Bes,’ said Gray idly, ‘did you provide Worran with this weed?’ She gestured at the box on 

the sofa beside her. 

He jumped at the casual use of the slang term from her lovely mouth. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Do 

you want some?’ 

‘No,’ she said. ‘Where did you get it?’ 

‘I can’t tell you.’ 

‘All right. How much did you pay for it?’ 

‘I can’t tell you.’ 

She laughed. ‘I bet you paid more than ten feds a hundred.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A lot more. Why?’ 

‘I can get it for you at a ten feds a hundred,’ she said sweetly. ‘Oh – Worran – I know I 

told you I’d never smoked these before, but I lied. Sorry.’ 

He blinked, stared, said nothing. Bes coughed. 

‘Are you still lying?’ he asked in hushed tones. 

‘No. And I’ll be making a killing at that – but any less and you’ll never believe it’s the real 

stuff.’ 

‘How can you?’ 

She smiled broadly. ‘I get around. I travel, Bes.’ 

Bes looked at Worran, who was simply looking stunned, and then back at Gray. ‘If you 

can,’ he said, ‘if, then I’ll buy a thousand and you can reach me through Worran.’ 

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ 

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll be going, then,’ – and he went. 

That should bring his superiors down on me pretty fast, thought Gray, as the front door of 

the flat closed behind him. Worran came back into the room after seeing Bes out and said, 

‘Gray, how can you – I don’t understand.’ 

‘Worran,’ said Gray, reclining on the sofa and inhaling on her ‘smoke’, ‘if you wanted 

cover, would you spend your time with clubbers and fast livers, or with someone steady and 

clean living?’ 

She did not bother to look at him – she could sense him shift his feet and say awkwardly, 

‘OK – I get it.’ 

‘Good,’ she said, and inhaled again, slowly, luxuriously. ‘Now, I promised you whatever 

you thought would be due payment for bringing your supplier to me. So what is it?’ 

He sighed, suddenly deflated. ‘I guess you’re used to much more exciting men than me,’ 

he said reluctantly. 

‘Come here,’ said Gray, stretching out to stub out her ‘smoke’ on the ash tray on the coffee 

table, and then holding out an arm in his direction, ‘and I’ll pay you. I always pay my debts.’ 

Worran kicked off his shoes and went into her arms, scared now and not sure what he was 

letting himself in for. What he got was a hot embrace, an open lascivious mouth and those 

lovely thighs opened – as he had dreamt – and demanding he give them their due – not so 

easy. He did his best, kissed and caressed her, opened his own fly, pulled off her briefs, got 

into her, humped and pumped and let go and she said, ‘Is that it?’ 

‘Gray,’ he said reproachfully, ‘That’s no way to address a man.’ 
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She went off into peals of laughter. ‘How dare you compare yourself to Renual? Get out 

and try again.’ 

He was ashamed. He tried again. He gave her tongue work this time, caressed her lovely 

thighs, kissed her groin, tried to stimulate her with his hands, and she only squirmed and said, 

‘Worran – you’re not trying, are you?’ 

‘I am,’ he protested. ‘I really am – I adore you, Gray.’ 

‘Renaul beats you hollow,’ she said disdainfully. ‘Have I got to show you how to do it?’ 

‘No,’ he retorted. ‘I will please you – really!’ 

‘All right,’ she said, lying back with a sigh. ‘Try again.’ 

So he tried again, and put his whole self into it, finally got into her again, worked up 

rapidly and she said, ‘Take your time, Worran.’ 

‘God, you’re demanding!’ he retorted. 

‘I can afford to be,’ she snapped. 

He almost lost it then, but hung on and gritted his teeth, and finally let go into her with a 

sigh. 

‘Gray, you’re lovely,’ he breathed. 

She uttered a sigh which sounded more like boredom. 

‘I tell you what,’ she said, ‘you need lessons from Renual.’ 

‘God!’ he exclaimed. ‘I didn’t bring you here to insult me.’ 

‘And you promised me a good time,’ she reminded him. 

‘Gray,’ he pleaded, ‘don’t expect miracles.’ 

‘But I do,’ she said sweetly. She disentangled him from herself, got off the sofa in a single 

fluid movement, pulled her briefs back on, put on her shoes, picked up her parcel and cape 

and said, ‘I’ll be in touch, Worran. Perhaps you should practise on yourself a bit.’ Then she 

was leaning over him, looking into his eyes with her own great black eyes – huge and black – 

enormous, black and deep – deep and horrible – oh, God! Worran screamed – 

‘You will never speak of or communicate to anyone what you and I do together,’ said the 

vision of horror at the bottom of Gray’s eyes, ‘or you will instantly die.’ Then he felt a sharp 

pain in his head, and when he came to himself, she had gone. 

He ran to the window to see her emerge at the bottom of the flats – he waited several 

minutes, but she never came out. 

He was left shaken, confused and afraid, but as desperately in love as ever. 

 

‘Rose,’ said a familiar voice. 

Rose McCrae uttered a short, ‘Damn,’ and turned around from her desk. ‘Bradley,’ she 

said, ‘stop doing that.’ 

‘Sorry,’ he said charmingly. ‘Tell me, Rose, what is your line on narcotics?’ 

‘They’re illegal,’ she said. ‘I know you run them, Bradley.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘more than I intended. I’ll make you an offer. It’s not in my interests to 

poison the Federal sectors, so when I come across particularly bad cases, I’ll tip you off.’ 

She stared at him. ‘I beg your pardon?’ he said. 

He smiled. ‘May I sit down?’ he enquired, and promptly sat on the nearest chair, which 

was upholstered in green leather and was cool and smooth on his hands. He was wearing 

black trousers and black overshirt, belted at the hips; he slipped off his ankle boots and tucked 

his feet under him. 

‘My subject planets grow weed,’ he said. ‘It’s a subproduct of heru.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Rose, ‘unfortunately. I’m trying to get our producers of heru to reprocess the 

seed as fertiliser, but regrettably there’s more money in narcotics.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘I have the same problem – you know the financial situation of sectors 

two to six. I can’t stop people growing the stuff – what else can they do? You know I’m using 
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a lot of it to make cloth, but some of it isn’t of suitable grade, and we’re still left with the 

seed. I’m trying to wean them off it, but it will take time.’ 

I’m not hearing this, thought Rose. 

‘Weed is harmless to Marys and Rhuaans,’ continued Greh, ‘but poisonous to humans – 

and, as I said, I don’t wish to poison the Federal sectors before I have a chance to take them 

over.’ 

‘I see,’ said Rose, ‘now I understand. You don’t wish to poison your potential subjects.’ 

‘Quite.’ 

‘Go on. So what is this offer?’ 

‘I don’t know where it all goes,’ he said, ‘but I do know where some of it goes. I can keep 

you informed, if the information is of interest to you.’ 

‘I rely on my own officers for that,’ she said. 

‘But they don’t act on information received, even when they have it,’ said Grey, sweetly. 

‘What?’ she snapped. 

‘Ask the chief of Security on Taratradene why they haven’t acted on the tip-off they had 

yesterday at 9.20 am,’ said Grey. 

She frowned at him. ‘I’m sure they have their reasons.’ 

‘Possibly, but I’d be interested to hear them. In any case, Rose, I thought you should know. 

There’s my offer – I’ll let you know if I come across any more cases.’ He smiled at her, got 

up, slipped his feet back into his boots, and vanished. 

Rose pulled a face. ‘I wish he wouldn’t do that,’ she muttered. However, she reached for 

her caller handset – it would be interesting to check his story. 

The reaction from the chief Security officer on Taratradene was indeed interesting. ‘How 

did you know about that?’ he spluttered. 

‘I have my sources,’ said Rose calmly. ‘Well, officer? So why didn’t you act on the tip-

off?’ 

‘The person in question is known to us, ma’am,’ said the officer’s voice. 

‘So? Why is he still at large?’ 

‘We’re keeping the situation under surveillance,’ said the voice. 

Rose considered this. ‘I see, officer,’ she said. ‘Well, I hope, for your sake, you know what 

you’re doing. Good day.’ 

She put down her handset and sat staring out of the window at the grey winter’s day. It was 

raining – acidic Trerian rain – and blowing a gale. She was annoyed with herself. The last 

time that Bradley, the all-too-superior member of the self-proclaimed supreme race had 

bounced into her office, she had kept control and told him where to get off. This time he had 

walked all over her. She wondered how it had happened, cursed herself, then shook her head 

to clear it. 

‘I can understand why our ancestors rebelled,’ she said aloud, and went back to her work. 

 

Greh went back to Oh, where he was greeted enthusiastically by Errehn and his pirates. He 

recounted his adventure on Taratradene and asked whether any shipments had come in from 

Herluin recently. 

‘There’s half a warehouseful in the store now,’ reported Errehn. ‘Shall we go and see what 

it really is?’ 

The bill of lading described it as platinum, heru cloth and spices. It turned out to be 

platinum, heru cloth, spices and three different varieties of narcotic weed – the seed of the 

heru plant, a dried leaf and a dried fruit. 

‘Horticulture with a vengeance,’ said Greh, sighing. 

‘Pardon?’ said Errehn. 

‘Nick calls weed-growing “horticulture”,’ explained Greh. 
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Errehn giggled. ‘That’s neat.’ 

‘Where is this lot bound?’ asked Greh, going through the bill of lading. 

‘Fairly,’ said Peiriol, looking at the ‘received’ ledger. ‘We don’t have any information 

about the end customer – we only deliver.’ 

‘Hmm,’ said Greh. ‘I’d like to know where it all goes.’ 

‘That’s possible,’ said Peiriol. ‘We’ll just keep a record of who actually picks up each 

crate.’ 

‘But that will probably only tell us who the next transit shipping company is,’ Greh pointed 

out. 

‘It’s better than nothing,’ said Peiriol. ‘And of course it may be collected by the end 

customer – especially the weed.’ 

Greh knew that Peiriol was trying to get back on the right side of him after the last 

celebratory evening got out of hand. ‘Fine,’ he said, smiling at the young Gustu. ‘You can 

take it over and see who collects it.’ 

‘Yes, sir,’ said Peiriol smartly. 

Errehn gave a wry smile. If he had given Peiriol such an order, Peiriol would have 

complained bitterly. 

Back in the main base, Errehn asked, ‘Are you staying tonight?’ 

‘I could do.’ 

Errehn scowled at his normally-absent lover. ‘You’re here so seldom I’ve been planning to 

go and kidnap Aversham for sex.’ 

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Greh. ‘I was going to ask him about something. We can go 

together.’ 

 

Aversham’s head office was becoming settled on Fairly planet, where it was relatively safe 

from government Security. J. Aversham’s executive flat on the outskirts of Fairly city suited 

him very well, and the rent was considerably below what he had been paying on Trer. He was 

moving his employees from Trer to Fairly. The official excuse for the move was to cut costs – 

but common talk said it was so he could be nearer to his lover Graham Bradley on Oh. In fact, 

of course, Greh was hardly ever on Oh these days, and even Errehn was far too busy on Oh to 

get away to visit J. regularly. So when the two Rhuaans turned up in J.’s lounge just as he was 

coming in through his front door, he made them very welcome. 

‘Gray! Errehn!’ (then, after warm embraces) ‘this is wonderful! When did you get here?’ 

‘Just now,’ giggled Errehn. ‘Greh brought us.’ 

‘Errehn’s come for the sex,’ said Greh sweetly, ‘and I’ve come for that and a favour.’ 

‘Before anything,’ said J, ‘a shower, and then dinner. And then – anything, my twin gods.’ 

They laughed merrily, madly, fondly, and followed him to the shower-room, stripping off 

their clothes as they went. 

The ensuing evening did not go as J. had outlined. The two Rhuaans treated their pet to a 

mad love-romp in the shower, and then a chase around his flat (fortunately, there was no one 

to disturb except for his bodyguard in the flat downstairs), and then a romp about his 

bedroom, and finally a long session of sex on his bed. It was nearly two hours later that J. 

said, ‘I promised you a meal – there’s something in the kitchen,’ and Greh said, ‘I’ll get it. 

You two carry on.’ 

Greh knew what J.’s cooking was like: non-existant. His meals consisted of something pre-

prepared warmed in a microwave oven. He took some frozen meals out of J.’s freezer, put 

them in his microwave, set it for the appropriate time, and went back to the bedroom to join J. 

and Errehn until he heard the microwave ‘beep,’ when he went to get the food. 

The three of them sat on the sofa in the lounge – J. in the middle, the two Rhuaans on 

either side with their legs tucked under them – wrapped in Aversham’s latest style dressing-
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gowns, and ate the hot meals out of their throwaway dishes. When they had finished, J. 

produced from his wine cabinet a bottle of some sparkling juice from a faraway planet and 

poured it into three goblets, and they all drank ‘to us.’ 

‘Now, my gods,’ said J. to the two Rhuaans, ‘this year’s collection. What will you do for 

me?’ 

‘J!’ exclaimed Greh. ‘Surely you can’t – we’re illegal.’ 

‘Nothing better,’ said J. ‘In any case, my clients expect it. I can’t afford not to.’ 

Errehn giggled. ‘What do you want us to do?’ 

‘Whatever you like, my dears,’ said J. ‘I trust your excellent taste.’ 

‘I’d rather be outside this time,’ said Greh, ‘in the sunshine – we could go out into the hills 

– there’s a lake with flowers. That would be perfect.’ 

‘We could run and romp together,’ said Errehn, ‘and make love in the grass.’ 

‘Who’s filming?’ Greh asked J. 

‘Sal,’ said J. ‘We’ll go over to see her tomorrow – she’s got a studio in town. It’s too hot 

on Trer for Aversham’s these days.’ 

 

They spent an erotic evening and night together, and the following morning, after a sex romp 

and a light breakfast, J. drove them in his new, four-wheeled road-going vehicle to Sal’s 

studio. Madeleine was there and the rest of the crew, whom Greh and Errehn remembered 

from last year. So much had happened since then – Greh tried not to think about how much, 

because it made his head spin. 

Greh and Errehn argued with Madeleine over what they would wear for the shoot, and with 

Sal over what they would do. Sal was not at all happy about an outdoors shot, because, she 

said, the natural light on Fairly was ‘so weird’ and she wasn’t sure that she could get the 

effect she wanted. Greh was insistent, however, and eventually she agreed ‘only because it’s 

you, darlings,’ and they packed up the equipment, clothes and make up, etc., and drove out in 

the company’s new film unit van into the countryside. 

Here, after some walking, they reached the lake which Greh remembered from an earlier 

visit to the planet, and he and Errehn explained to Sal what they had in mind. Sal argued, 

dictated, and finally they reached a compromise on what they would do, where they would go 

and how long they would take doing it. Madeleine then took Greh and Errehn aside and gave 

them clothes from the new collection – a deep purply-blue for Greh, and a deep bronze-gold 

for Errehn. This year’s style was very tight trousers in stretch fabric, a weave-effect rather 

than the more usual knit, and loose-topped, tight-bottomed shirts which were very baggy 

across the shoulders, cut straight across the neck and over the shoulders with big, baggy 

sleeves to the elbow, then tight on the wrists and hips. The result was very triangular. 

When Madeleine and ‘Wardrobe’ were happy with their appearance, Greh and Errehn went 

back to Sal. They had ankle boots on their feet to match the rest of their clothes – flat-soled, 

slightly pointed-toed. No socks. They would run through the edge of the lake (‘don’t get too 

wet, but make lots of spray’) and then across the grass, through some trees, into the longer 

grass, then stop to kiss and embrace, ‘you can fall on to the grass, and start smooching,’ said 

Sal. 

She would come in and do close-ups; 

Then they should strip off slowly and make love. 

Greh and Errehn began by walking the course. Then they came back and were filmed 

several times running hand-in-hand. Then they were filmed lying in the grass kissing and 

looking fondly into each other’s eyes. Then, finally, Sal made them undress – and again, this 

took several takes – and make love, which they need do only once, ‘because you’re always 

perfect,’ she said, licking her lips merrily. 
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When that was done, they stopped for a late lunch. Then Sal said, ‘As we’re here, I’ll have 

a few stills of you walking with J.,’ and got Errehn to stand on J.’s right and Greh on his left, 

and told them to walk across the grass from left to right and slightly towards the camera, 

chatting and laughing. J. had his arms about the Rhuaans’ shoulders; they had theirs about his 

waist. It was a pretty, intimate scene. Sal worked her camera hard. 

Then they went back to the studio. Sal took a few stills of Errehn and Greh separately  and 

together, smiling, looking pensive or bashful, kissing and embracing. 

They got away about eight o’clock that evening. 

J. took them to an exclusive restaurant for a meal, where he had a private room for 

entertaining clients, and they enjoyed an intimate, peaceful meal and better food than J. 

usually fed them. J. drove them back to his flat late that night and they shared a refreshing 

shower and fell into bed together. They slept late: J.’s caller woke them. J. rolled out from 

under Errehn and lifted the caller handset: ‘Aversham.’ 

A female voice spoke. Greh thought sleepily: ‘Surely Sal can’t have got it done already? 

She still has the rest of the filming to do, doesn’t she?’ 

Aversham replaced the handset. ‘That was Sal. She’s ready.’ 

‘Flame,’ muttered Greh. ‘What time is it?’ 

Aversham looked at his wristwatch. ‘10am. It’s time we were moving, my gods.’ 

So, thought Greh, apparently Sal had everything done except for her shots with us – which 

means that she, and J., were counting on our coming now. Are we so predictable? He was 

worried about his movements being too predictable, in case Rose McCrae’s Security forces 

ambushed him again, as they had ambushed him and J. on Trer … but there was no time to 

think about this now – they had to rush into the shower, dress, swallow a drink of fruit juice 

and leap into J.’s vehicle to drive to the showing. For this occasion, one of J.’s bodyguard 

drove, and another sat alongside him in the front of the vehicle, while J. and the two Rhuaans 

sat in the back seat, and arrived at the showing in style. 

As at the previous showing they had attended on Trer, this was supposed to be a preview 

for a select few, yet the room was already full when they arrived. Madeleine clicked her 

tongue over them, said, ‘Playing the late bride, are we?’ and led them to the front row, where 

Aversham sat in a comfortable chair, but Greh and Errehn sat on the floor by choice. 

Sal pressed the button on the screen at the front to start the viewing. 

Last year, Greh had been astonished by the blatant and aggressive sexual nature of the 

visual launching the new collection – far too blatant for beauty. This year, he felt that the 

collection had a softer edge. The music was merrier, the light brighter, the tone more lively 

and youthful rather than sunk in a pit of depravity. It was as if someone had opened a window 

and let in the fresh spring air; someone had pulled open the curtains and let in the morning 

sunlight; someone had woken the sleeper from a rather unpleasant dream. After a while he 

wondered whether that someone might have been himself. Aversham was in love with two 

young, merry, idealistic and hopeful people, and both of them, but Greh in particular, had 

given him a brighter outlook on life. 

There was still the gratuitous sex – the bar scene, the older man fucking the younger men – 

but it was brighter, lighter. The tone was set at the beginning by ankle boots on grass, and 

splashing through water, lively shouts and cries of excitement in a merry chase – himself and 

Errehn playing ‘tag’ by the lake. Then, after five seconds, the visual cut to the first sex scene 

(a bar). Then another five seconds of laughter and enjoyment running in the sunshine, then the 

second sex scene (Aversham and acolytes in dimly-lit surroundings). Then he and Errehn ran 

across the grass again, through the lake, and caught each other, and fell into the grass, and 

laughed and cuddled and kissed – and here Sal had cleverly overlaid the stills with the action, 

so the audience seemed to see the pair of them flick through several facial poses and several 

moods – thoughtful, merry, romantic – in quick succession, moving and still – and then 
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slowly into lovemaking, undressing, and the final scramble in the grass, Errehn underneath, 

Greh on top, orgasm, and then both of them cuddling and kissing passionately in the grass, 

their clothes scattered about them. 

Then cut to the final sex scene – something with music and smoke and dancing, and 

undressing, but it was an anticlimax after Greh and Errehn’s scene. 

Then, finally, Greh and Errehn walked across the green grass with Aversham, laughing, 

arms about each other, but no kissing, no sex – and suddenly Greh thought: How nice and 

respectable we look! We look quite normal, compared to the rest of it. 

The last shot of all was himself leaning on J.’s shoulder, one arm about J.’s shoulder, 

laughing at something. The camera remained on that scene; it was frozen; the screen faded. 

The lights came up. 

The rapturous applause did not seem feigned, and Errehn whispered to Greh, ‘That was 

much better than last year. I think we were quite good.’ 

Greh nodded wordlessly. Sal came up to them and squatted down and said: ‘Well? What 

do you think?’ 

‘Much better than the last one,’ said Greh. 

‘I think we were OK,’ said Errehn. 

‘You do an excellent job,’ said Greh. ‘However do you do it?’ 

Sal laughed and said, ‘Oh, I’ve had plenty of practice.’ 

Others were coming up to speak to Aversham, and the two Rhuaans got up to get out of the 

way, only to find their hands wrung, their shoulders slapped, cheeks kissed and 

congratulations ringing in their ears. They smiled in embarrassment, nodded, accepted the 

thanks, and found themselves being led out of the room into the adjoining room where a 

buffet meal had been laid out, and they were offered wine and all sorts of fine food. Errehn 

refused the wine, accepted the food, and was swept away to a corner to the centre of attention 

of an adoring circle. Greh found himself being photographed and lauded and cross-examined 

and embraced until he was strongly tempted to vanish, but he remembered that this was part 

of his ‘public relations’ and smiled, answered politely and did not slap the face of the man 

who kept kissing his right ear, although he did step away and quietly push him back. 

Then J. swept in, ushered Greh to the buffet table, shoo’d the adorers away, said, ‘You 

were fantastic,’ and kissed Greh’s mouth. 

‘Sal was pretty good too,’ remarked Greh when J. released him. 

‘Oh, she’s a pro,’ agreed J. ‘The company couldn’t continue without her.’ 

A journalist came up to congratulate J. on the collection, and Greh stepped away and found 

himself facing a dark-haired man who smiled shyly and said, ‘Do you mind my saying how 

much I enjoyed you in that?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. ‘Thank you.’ 

‘I suppose you have an enormous fan club,’ said the other. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Greh, ‘but I believe I do.’ He smiled in amusement at the thought. 

‘I’d like to think of myself as your greatest fan,’ said the other, ‘but I’m sure I’m not.’ 

Greh smiled kindly at him and said, ‘Who are you?’ 

‘Oh – I beg your pardon –’ he was pink with embarrassment ‘– I’m Simuel Manzen. I work 

for Aversham’s – I’m a sales representative in sector seven point five.’ 

Greh’s black eyes looked into Simuel’s brown ones and saw a few interesting things. He 

smiled sweetly and said, ‘Can we go somewhere quieter?’ 

Simuel obediently followed him out of the crowded room, down the corridor and into a 

smaller room, where they sat side by side on an old sofa, looking out of a floor-to-ceiling 

window over the town of Fairly. Greh tucked his feet under him and turned to his victim, his 

eyes very large and black, his lips very red, his expression one of sweet tenderness. 

‘Tell me about yourself, Simuel,’ he said. ‘How long have you worked for Aversham’s?’ 
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And Simuel, without stopping to question why this golden-haired god, pin-up of the 

Federal sectors, should pause to give him any of his undivided attention, began to tell him 

about his career with Aversham, and then when Greh asked him ‘Where did you work before 

that?’ said innocently, ‘Oh, I worked for the government on Trer.’ 

‘Under Professor McCrae?’ 

‘Yes, I worked for Information.’ 

‘Really? Why did you leave?’ 

‘I didn’t leave exactly. I was transferred out on a posting.’ 

Greh laughed merrily. ‘Oh – I see – so Aversham’s is your posting.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Simuel, having completely forgotten that he was telling this enemy alien 

exactly what he should not tell him – but he had no choice, for Greh’s eyes were on him and 

drilling into his mind. The red lips smiled delightfully, and the eyes held him, and Simuel, 

innocent lamb who had walked straight into the wolf’s jaws, explained in detail how he had 

been posted to work for Aversham’s and keep an eye on him and how he made regular reports 

to his superior, and who his superior was and where she was based and how to get hold of her. 

‘Can you do me a favour, Simuel?’ asked Greh, when he had finished. ‘I’ll pay you back.’ 

‘Of course,’ said Simuel. ‘What is it?’ 

‘I need some information, about Security.’ 

‘Of course. What do you want to know?’ 

‘How it works, and whom it employs and how it’s organised.’ 

‘Oh, well,’ said Simuel at once, and began to talk. His golden-haired god sat listening, 

seated casually next to him, turned towards him, one arm slung across to the back of the sofa, 

smiling sweetly at him. He’s so beautiful, thought Simuel wistfully, so utterly lovely, and he 

felt himself falling more and more in love by the moment. 

At last he finished talking, and Greh said softly, ‘Thank you. Now I’ll pay you,’ and he 

leaned forward, put his hands on Simuel’s shoulders and kissed him sweetly for a minute. 

Then he drew back and said softly, ‘Shall I go on?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Simuel in a desperate whisper, and Greh put his arms about his helpless victim 

and laid him on his back and proceeded to kiss and caress him and make much of him. 

When he finally released Simuel he said, ‘Now, my sweet, there is plenty more where that 

came from, but in return I want you to keep me informed about Security.’ 

‘Anything,’ breathed Simuel, kissing him. ‘Whatever you want to know.’ 

‘Nothing now,’ said Greh, ‘you’ve told me all I wanted for now, my dear. But I’ll be back 

to see you, and when I come, I’ll have lots to ask you, and lots to give you.’ 

Simuel sighed deeply, and Greh kissed him again. They embraced warmly, caressed and 

tumbled on the sofa and on to the floor, kissed and struggled, and Greh made love to him 

again. 

At last Greh said, ‘We must go back to the others,’ and they both got up and dusted 

themselves down and straightened their clothes and kissed again, then went back to the room 

where the buffet was still in full swing. They had only been gone a few minutes, as Greh had 

slipped them across time a little, so no one had noticed their absence or come in search of 

them, and they slipped back more or less unnoticed. 

Simuel took Greh to meet one of his colleagues, another security agent, and Greh talked 

quietly to him until the man was well on the way to being netted. He then led his victim out as 

he had Simuel, and gave him the same treatment. 

This is the way to do it, thought Greh triumphantly. They fall into my hands without a 

struggle, tell me all I want to know and let me ride them. It’s wonderful! 

A third man followed the first two, and by the time J. Aversham led his two ‘gods’ back to 

his flat to rest, Greh had established links with all the security personnel in the room. He was 
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well pleased with himself, and Errehn, sharing his thoughts, grinned at him as they drove 

along. 

‘You were wonderful, my darlings,’ J. was saying. 

‘Thank you, J.,’ said Errehn, and kissed him fondly. 

‘By tomorrow your pictures will be all over the Federation,’ said J. 

Greh smiled. 

‘Now, what was this favour you wanted from me, Gray?’ asked J. 

‘That’s all right, J. I’ve helped myself,’ said Greh sweetly. 

 

The two Rhuaans remained one more day with their ‘pet’, and then took their leaves on the 

excuse that they had a business of their own to run. Aversham was, as ever, very loath to let 

them go, but Greh promised to return, ‘Just call me, J.,’ and pulled Errehn into the void before 

he could hold them back. 

Back on Oh, Peiriol had a list of where the last consignment of weed from Herluin had 

gone. Greh studied it with care, and said, ‘I can see it has a wide market.’ 

Clearly it would take time to control this trade himself, but as a first step he took a 

thousand smokes from a current consignment, which was so big that the purchaser would 

hardly notice a few missing, he told himself, and took them back with him to Taratradene. 

Here, in female form, Gray went to a caller box and called up Worran – whose work 

number she had lifted from his mind during their last meeting – and reported that she had the 

smokes for Bes. Worran eagerly agreed to meet Gray at his own flat that evening – Gray was 

not due to be with Renual until the following day. 

Gray went round to Worran’s flat in male form, in case anyone who knew Renual was 

around, and then changed to female as s/he waited for Worran to arrive. After half an hour, 

Worran arrived on foot, kissed Gray’s lips, said, ‘Bes’s on his way,’ and let her in. 

They went up to Worran’s flat. Gray reclined on his sofa, her bag (containing the smokes) 

dropped carelessly on the floor. Worran knelt by the sofa and kissed her lips and neck, and 

put a hand on her thigh and caressed it. Gray put up with his attentions – she would be rid of 

him soon enough. 

The doorbell sounded and Worran went reluctantly to answer it. He came back with Bes. 

Gray rose, smiled and said, ‘I’ve brought the stuff, Bes.’ 

Bes took the bag – a simple supermarket carrier – and looked in it. He rapidly counted 

packs of boxes – 20 packs of fifty – one thousand. 

‘That’s fine,’ he said, and handed Gray a wadge of notes. 

‘Will you have a drink?’ asked Worran, but Bes refused and departed rapidly, as if he were 

afraid of being followed. 

Gray settled back on the sofa and Worran said, ‘Darling – may I?’ 

‘Come on,’ said Gray, smiling at him somewhat patronisingly, and he clambered on to her 

and set about kissing her and trying to make love to her better than at his previous attempt. He 

was not very successful, however, and at last Greh pushed him off. 

‘Come for a walk,’ she said, ‘we’ll go to a club – somewhere out of the way, where Renual 

doesn’t go.’ 

‘I know a place,’ he said eagerly. ‘I’ll get changed,’ and he hurried off to do so. Gray 

wandered into the kitchen and poured herself a drink of water. 

When Worran came back, he was wearing a pair of tight trousers and a shirt split to the 

waist with a gold chain around his neck. Gray managed not to giggle. She said, ‘Let’s go, 

then,’ and took his arm and led him out of the flat – he locked up – they went down in the lift 

to the ground floor. 

Worran said, ‘We’ll go for a drink first,’ and led her down back streets to a small tavern 

where they lent on the bar, Worran drinking spirits and Gray fruit juice. As the place filled 
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with people Worran knew, Gray was introduced to one stranger after another; many of them, 

she noted as she looked into eyes, drug-pushers or minor criminals in other respects. 

At last Gray left the bar area to visit the ladies’ room. On her way back she met a group of 

men coming the other way. 

‘Well, well,’ said one. ‘Are you the lady with the supply of cheap smoke?’ 

‘No,’ said Gray; her smokes were not ‘cheap’. 

‘Bes says you are,’ said another. 

Gray shrugged. ‘What about it?’ she asked. 

‘The boss wants a word with you,’ said a third. ‘Come upstairs.’ 

They grabbed her arms, but she went without protest, because of course she wanted to 

meet their boss. They all but carried her upstairs, knocked on a door and carried her roughly 

in. 

‘This is her,’ said the first, and they threw Gray at the human male sitting in an easy chair 

by the window. Gray landed on her feet and stood quietly. 

‘So you’re the lady who’s trespassing on my patch,’ said the man in the chair. 

The heavies who had brought Gray in stepped into the centre of the room and shut the door 

behind them. 

‘I’m not trespassing,’ said Gray calmly. 

‘I say you are.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘You’re interfering in my trade.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘You’re undercutting me.’ 

‘I’ll sell to you,’ she offered, ‘for less than your current buying price.’ 

‘Are you suggesting I break with my supplier?’ he snarled. 

‘Market forces,’ said Gray. ‘It’s the market price.’ 

He looked at her consideringly. ‘How much?’ 

‘What do you buy at now?’ she asked. 

‘Five feds a hundred.’ 

‘I’ll sell for three.’ 

He laughed. ‘You’re joking.’ 

‘I’m not. How much do you want?’ 

‘You can’t possibly meet my requirements,’ he sneered. 

‘I can. I have contacts. How much do you want?’ 

‘Get me ten thousand.’ 

‘When do you want them?’ 

‘Tomorrow. Nine am, sharp, here.’ 

‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’ll see the colour of your money.’ 

He pulled open a drawer and counted out three hundred feds. Then he laid the money on 

the desk. ‘That’s for you when you bring the stuff,’ he said. 

‘I’ll go and fetch it now,’ she said. 

The man behind the desk regarded her gravely. ‘You’ll go when I say,’ he said. 

‘Will I?’ she answered. ‘Do you want this stuff or not?’ 

‘If you can get it here in twelve hours you can get it here in eleven,’ he said, illogically. 

‘You come with me.’ 

He got up and seized her right arm. She followed him without protest through a door and 

into a rather pleasant lounge overlooking a back yard laid out as a beer garden with benches 

and sun umbrellas over tables – but no one was sitting out there this evening, as it was too late 

in the year and growing cool. The lounge had a balcony, but the window to the balcony was 
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locked. There was a sofa – he led her to it, said, ‘Sit down,’ took off his jacket and sat down 

beside her. 

‘Worran tells me you’re brilliant in bed,’ he said to her. 

‘Does he? I don’t know how he’d know,’ she retorted. 

‘I believe he tried you out,’ he answered. 

‘He tried? I tried him,’ said Gray. ‘He did try, but not very well.’ 

He host roared with laughter, put his arms about her shoulders and said, ‘I’ll do better than 

that,’ and went to kiss her, but she put up a hand. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said firmly, and he 

stopped short. 

‘What is it?’ he asked, puzzled. 

‘You’re making assumptions,’ she said. ‘You’re assuming that if you make love to me, I’ll 

belong to you. But in fact if you make love to me, you’ll belong to me. Do you understand?’ 

He laughed condescendingly and said, ‘Of course, dear,’ and kissed her. He did not notice 

the sardonic twist to her lips or the expression of scorn in the black eyes which met his gaze 

and dragged his mind down into their depths … 

He had an impression of falling very fast into nothingness. He was holding the loveliest 

creature in creation in his arms. Of course he knew she was infinitely precious and he was 

extraordinarily honoured to be holding her in his arms. He must treat her with great respect 

because she was unique and supreme. 

She permitted him to give her the service of his body, and he did the best he could, 

although he realised that it was woefully inadequate. She seemed pleased enough with him 

and lay beneath him, running her fingers through his hair and murmuring his name, ‘Vern, 

Vern,’ although he had not told her his name, but of course she knew it. She was very 

gracious and allowed him to make love to her again, and he did the best he could to please 

her. She seemed pleased enough, although he felt he was nothing next to her. 

At last she said, ‘Vern, I want you to tell me about your operation here, and your contacts 

above you – the commander and Stifflé and Igitur and Ferias, and I want you to explain about 

Security here, because they refuse to obey anyone.’ 

So he lay in her arms, kissing her and letting her caress his hair, which was very pleasant 

indeed, and told her all she wanted to know. She asked several more questions and he 

answered them all as fully as he could. 

At last she said, ‘Thank you, Vern. You answer well.’ 

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he said humbly. 

Then she said, ‘Now I must go and fetch you the supplies you wanted, and when your 

superiors complain you must refer them to me.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said respectfully. 

She told him to get up, although he had hoped to have her again, but she let him kiss her 

hand once more, and then she said, ‘I’ll see you soon,’ and left the room, closing the door 

behind her. He ran after her, but when he entered his office there was no sign of her. 

‘Where is she?’ he demanded of his men. 

‘Where’s who?’ they asked. 

‘Her – the Lady – Gray Maisor – the Lady of the Stars – where is she? She just came in 

here.’ 

‘We haven’t seen her,’ the first said. 

‘She went out with you,’ said the second. ‘We haven’t seen her since.’ 

He called them fools and ran about the room, looking for her – he ran downstairs – they 

looked at each other and said, ‘He’s off his head. She’s done it – they say she’s not natural.’ 

At last he gave up and sat in his easy chair, thinking of her and wondering when she would 

return – and he sent his guards away, in case she would return more quickly in their absence. 
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Around midnight, he saw something bright appear – something fuzzy but light – then it 

was clear, and he saw her, her hair glowing. 

He leapt to his feet, cried: ‘Gray!’ and fell on the floor before her. 

‘Hi, Vern,’ she said lightly, ‘here are your smokes,’ and she dropped a large box on to his 

desk. 

‘Gray,’ he cried, ‘please – I’ve been waiting for you – where did you go?’ 

‘To fetch your supplies,’ she said, smiling at him, ‘what did you think?’ 

He stared at her. In the darkness of his office, lit only by the glow from the street lights 

outside the window, she glowed like a candle, like a star. 

‘Gray,’ he said, wonderingly, ‘you’re shining.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’m Grade A blood – we glow in the dark. Now, I’ll take my money and 

go.’ 

‘No,’ he cried, catching at her arm, ‘don’t – please – Gray – I’ve been waiting for you to 

come back, to tell you’ – he looked her in the eye, and his words faded away in dismay. 

‘You poor little human,’ she said, ‘I warned you, didn’t I? You insisted on making love to 

me, and now you’re my slave.’ 

‘Gray,’ he said in a horrified whisper, ‘what are you?’ 

‘I am the lord of the galaxy,’ said the brilliant, glorious figure before him, ‘and as you are 

still awake, Vern, and you don’t want me to go, you can call up one of your controllers and 

tell them I want to talk to them.’ 

 

Vern was very reluctant to call in his superiors. He wanted Gray all to himself, but although 

she allowed him to kiss her, she made it clear to her adoring slave that she regarded him as no 

more than that. 

‘My dear,’ she said, ‘I did warn you, if you remember. You may kiss me, but only because 

I let you. I want to speak to this Stifflé of yours, and then I might let you take me to bed.’ 

He quivered with excitement at the thought, and hoped that Stifflé would come quickly. 

Stifflé arrived an hour later. She was not as impressed by Gray as Vern was, but she 

brightened when Gray offered her smokes at a knock-down price. She was also more than 

happy to sell Gray security information from her own contacts in Security. They haggled for 

an hour, and parted on good terms. 

Then at last Gray let Vern take her upstairs to his bed. She undressed herself and lay on his 

bed and waited for him – he scrambled out of his clothes somehow and all but threw himself 

on her. She let him pleasure her all night – he was not much good at sex, she thought, but fine 

on foreplay. 

Not as good as Renual, however, In the morning she slipped out before Vern was awake, 

taking her money with her, and hurried to Renual’s flat, where she let herself in, showered 

and dressed herself provocatively and combed out her hair, tidied the flat a little (although 

Renual kept it very clean) and had a welcome sleep on the bed until one o’clock, when she 

got up and made lunch in preparation for Renual’s coming in at two. 

At two o’clock she was waiting for his dear step, which at last she heard coming up the 

stairs from the factory. Her heart was in her mouth – she waited in anxious anticipation. The 

key turned in the lock – the door opened. 

‘Renual!’ she cried, and ran to his arms. 

‘Darling,’ he said, and enveloped her in his embrace. 

Gray settled into the embrace of the most virile human male she knew, with a great sigh of 

contentment and a quiver of anticipation of his love, which followed lunch, and all that 

afternoon. 

 

‘Well?’ said Errehn, ‘was it worth it?’ 
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Greh lay back on their mutual bed in their mutual room in the base on Oh, and laughed 

merrily. 

Errehn poked him in the ribs. ‘Well?’ he demanded. 

‘Renual was wonderful as usual,’ said Greh. 

‘I didn’t mean your pet.’ 

‘I see from your aura that you’re jealous.’ 

‘Jealous of a pet? Me, jealous of a pet? Of course I’m jealous. I spend my whole life being 

jealous. You spend more time with these pets of yours than you do with me – than you do 

with any of your own people. Since I met you, my darling, jealousy has been my constant 

companion. Fidelity is not a word in your language, darling!’ 

‘It is! I’m very faithful to all my lovers.’ 

‘Flame! Tell me, you pet-collecting pervert. What did you find out from your latest 

collection?’ 

‘I’ve contacted the criminal network on Taratradene, which also runs Security – or 

Security run the criminals, I’m not sure which. And I’ve started feeding them weed and sex, 

which I’ve found on Bessideh is a great way of getting their officials into my pocket – 

‘Or up your arse,’ muttered Errehn. 

‘I’m a woman on Taratradene,’ Greh reminded him. 

‘Up your cunt, then. Go on.’ 

‘And I’m getting an idea of how Security works – on favour, bribery and influence. It’s no 

way to run an empire.’ 

‘Probably much like the old one was run. Knowing what humans and Gustu are like, 

probably it’s what you’ll always get.’ 

‘I hope not. I’ll have to keep a close eye on them. In any case, I think I’ll be able to tap into 

Security anywhere and get a good deal of control over it – but for the moment I’ll practise on 

Taratradene.’ 

They paused for a moment to kiss, then Errehn drew away. ‘Greh,’ he said, ‘I’ve been 

thinking.’ Greh raised his eyebrows at him, and Errehn went on quickly, ‘we now have the 

support of all Aversham’s customers, and probably most of the young men and women in the 

Federal sectors, and you can tap into Security and can influence the criminals, and Andy 

Hagenmuller is feeding the journals stuff – but what about the other people? The Marys and 

Gustu and humans who do honest work, don’t work for Security, aren’t attracted by criminals 

and sex? How are we going to win their support? We’ll have to provide them with something 

the Feds can’t – and at the moment they seem pretty happy with how things are.’ 

Greh sighed. ‘They come out by the shipload to visit us here,’ he said, ‘and they’re 

enjoying the new passenger liners across the low sectors – passenger levels are rising rapidly. 

The commercial sector is very happy with us – trade is rising too.’ 

‘Yes, but will they want a change of government? I mean, they aren’t just going to 

welcome us in. We’ll have to invade them, eventually.’ 

‘No. President Leel won’t live forever. When she dies, I’ll take over.’ 

‘I was hoping she’d be overthrown. I was hoping they’d revolt and welcome us in. But I’ve 

been thinking it over, and why should they? What can we offer them that they don’t already 

have? Our people – the Grade As – want freedom, but the rest? It’s not like sectors two to six. 

The Federal sectors have all they want.’ 

‘Not quite. Memnon has been thinking about this, too. She suggests we offer them a voice 

in government.’ 

‘What? What sort of voice?’ 

‘She says that if the people of each planet elect representatives to advise the governor, then 

they’ll feel that their views are being listened to. Government will be better, and the people 

will be less likely to revolt.’ 
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‘Greh, you’re mad! You can’t give the lesser races a voice in government. God appointed 

us to rule them! And our people will never hear of it.’ 

‘I know. That’s why we’re starting the experiment on Bessideh – where our only people 

are the Priestess’s acolytes. Governor Daaneh says she’s happy for the people to elect 

representatives to advise her, and I’ve got Ragnor and Sarah organising it.’ 

‘You’re mad! It’ll never work.’ 

Greh looked into Errehn’s mind, saw all the centuries of prejudice against the ‘lesser 

races’, and decided to change the subject. 

‘Well, if it doesn’t, we’ve lost nothing,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, I think the pirates are getting 

bored. We’ll have to organise a raid. I’ll go and arrange it with McCrae; we’ll have a raid, she 

can retaliate, and then we’ll renew the truce. Now, stop talking’ – and he put his arms about 

Errehn and kissed him warmly. 

Errehn giggled and moved closer into Greh’s embrace, and they put thoughts of conquest 

aside and turned to love. 
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10: The Voice of the People 

 

Rose McCrae was working late in her office. Outside it was growing dark – the early spring 

skies were clear, and the dense star clusters of sector nine were beginning to become visible 

overhead. The street lights outside, beyond the security wall, were slowly coming on in the 

dusk, brightening as the natural light faded. A gentle roar of rush-hour traffic on trace routes 

on the other side of the city park, reached her ears through the triple-glazed window. 

She was checking figures of personnel and deployment. Over the last couple of weeks she 

had noticed an upturn in activity at several of her sections – as if certain planetary 

commanders of Security had suddenly begun to take a new interest in their work. 

She was pondering over the lists she had written out longhand – paper is more secure than 

computer-file, as it can be thoroughly destroyed – covered in arrows denoting personnel 

movements – when she felt a quiver in the air around her and looked up. For an instant, her 

face flickered with anger or alarm – then the instant was gone, and she was smiling a cool 

welcome. 

‘Good evening, Bradley. What can I do for you?’ 

The golden-haired sex god smiled charmingly and tossed back his hair with that 

characteristic half-casual, half-arrogant gesture. 

‘I came to warn you, Rose, that my troops want some action,’ he said sweetly. ‘So we will 

be raiding into sector seven within a few days. We won’t do much damage and we expect you 

to retaliate.’ 

‘Of course,’ said Rose drily. ‘Well, thank you for letting me know.’ 

He smiled his lovely, dazzling smile, bowed his head a little in farewell, and vanished. 

Rose counted to ten while she recovered her temper. Then she reached for her caller 

handset and pressed a button. She heard the caller ring out and then a familiar voice said, 

‘Rose?’ 

‘Leel,’ said Rose coolly. ‘I’ve just had a visit from our charming adversary. May I step 

over?’ 

She sensed Leel grit her teeth, then heard her say, ‘Please do.’ She replaced the handset in 

its stand and rose from her chair. 

A few paces down the corridor outside led her to the lift, and up to Leel’s blue office (so-

called for its blue carpet). Leel was seated at her desk, going through official papers. She 

looked up and smiled as Rose entered. 

‘Sit down, Rose,’ she said, gesturing to an easy chair. ‘What does our charming adversary 

have to say for himself?’ 

‘He came to warn us that he intends to break the truce and raid into sector seven,’ said 

Rose. ‘He will keep damage to a minimum, pay reparations and await our counter-attack.’ 

‘Most considerate of him,’ remarked Leel drily. 

‘Quite. I have a different suggestion,’ continued Rose, looking Leel in the eye. 

Leel rested her chin on her clasped hands. ‘I’m all ears,’ she said. 

‘I suggest we launch an attack on our own Fairly Base – as it refuses to fight the Imperials. 

And then we put it about that the Imperials have broken the truce, and launch a full-scale 

attack on them – before they are expecting it.’ 

‘Do we have sufficient ships?’ asked Leel, raising her eyebrows. ‘As most of my fleet is 

still grounded at Fairly Base,’ she added bitterly. 

‘Yes. Our plant on Teren is still turning them out. I’ve been over there and spoke to 

Andrewes earlier this week. We have enough to do them considerable damage.’ 

‘Good,’ said Leel. ‘If we catch them by surprise this time–’ 
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‘We can spoil their little goody-goody image. What nice people we are, we keep our 

promises, we never hurt anyone.’ Rose mouthed the words with sarcastic distaste. 

‘I have another idea as well,’ said Leel. ‘Before your man Lewis disappeared–’ 

Rose sighed audibly. ‘He hasn’t disappeared. I can track him through his security card. 

He’s building canals on Cray.’ 

Leel waved a dismissive hand. ‘Whatever. Before he went in for planetary transportation 

systems, he gave our people some information about the archaeologists on Teren. Apparently 

there’s some kind of argument going on between them – some sort of dispute between the 

different factions working there.’ 

‘I’ve had my people looking into that,’ said Rose. ‘One of them is acting as Bradley’s 

pressman. And apparently Bradley’s having some sort of affair with the woman professor. My 

people said also with the male professor.’ 

Leel’s face assumed an expression of disgust. 

‘But the Grade A on site is discontented. She isn’t talking to the professors. There’s been 

some sort of rift.’ 

‘She’s from Vairstown, isn’t she?’ said Leel. ‘Rose – is it possible that Bradley’s own 

people are quarrelling?’ 

‘It’s possible,’ agreed Rose. ‘But I haven’t any way of getting information out of 

Vairstown to confirm that.’ 

‘What I’m wondering,’ said Leel, ‘is whether it’s possible to persuade Vairstown to give us 

help against Bradley, and whether the Grade A at the Teren archaeological site would be 

prepared to give us any help at all – information or anything at all on Bradley – in return for 

our good will.’ 

Rose looked thoughtful. After a few moments, she said, ‘It’s possible they may. I’ll get my 

people to look into it.’ 

‘Good,’ said Leel, brightening a little. ‘By the way, Rose,’ she went on, ‘how is your little 

investigation going on?’ 

Rose sighed heavily again. ‘I’m afraid that Bradley is infiltrating my planetary Security 

operations,’ she said. ‘Everywhere that there’s been an upsurge in activity there’s been new 

blood coming in. And every one of the new people is either ex-Aversham’s, or has been 

involved in the past in drugs-running, or has some characteristic which leads me to suspect 

that Bradley has had his hands on them.’ 

‘What sort of characteristic?’ asked Leel. 

‘Known sexual deviancy,’ said Rose, then – as her partner winced visibly, she added: 

‘Sorry, Leel, but you did ask.’ 

‘I know I did,’ said Leel drily, ‘I just hoped you wouldn’t give that reply – well, Rose, and 

what should we do about this? What do you advise?’ 

‘At present – nothing,’ said Rose briskly. ‘At present all that’s happening is that Security is 

operating more efficiently. He’s doing our job for us again, and I don’t thank him for it, but – 

at present it’s doing us no harm. But I shall keep the situation under surveillance and if I see 

any problems arising – then we shall have to stop him.’ 

Leel wondered how they could stop Bradley, but she did not feel inclined to follow up that 

line of debate any further than necessary. She shook her head as if to clear it, and sat up 

straight in her chair. 

‘For the moment,’ she said, ‘it’s enough to move against his base. I’ll leave it in your 

hands, Rose.’ 

Rose got to her feet, and said, ‘Don’t work too late, Leel. You need to rest.’ 

‘Don’t tell me what to do,’ retorted the President, ‘you work longer hours than I do.’ 

‘The situation requires it,’ answered Rose, bowed her head as a gesture of respect to the 

President, and left the room. 
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Leel remained staring into space after the Rose had gone, thinking furiously. So Bradley 

was getting into Security. What next? Planetary government? Could he get his favourites into 

office? She resolved to have more stringent checks made on everyone who was employed in 

government or promoted to government office within sectors seven to nine. But there were so 

many inhabited worlds, and Bradley seemed to be everywhere… 

 

A few days later, the pirates of Oh swept into sector seven. They attacked an industrial estate 

on one planet during ‘factory shutdown’ fortnight, stopped some shipping and took prisoners, 

and destroyed a chemical plant. They then retreated again to Oh, loaded with booty and 

prisoners, to await the Federation’s reply. 

The Federal base Fairly was awaiting orders from Headquarters in sector nine. They 

expected to be told to launch an attack on Oh. They had been kept fully informed on the 

current situation by Gray, who was there at present with Ray and Carl, looking over the new 

ships – which so far had not seen battlefield action. They were discussing whether Fairly 

should take the ships out and fly them around a little, just as a military demonstration. 

Gray was busy checking the powerplants of the ships with Ray when he felt a sharp tug in 

his mind. He knew what that meant – someone, somewhere, was extremely anxious to see 

him – and he knew who it was and where they were. Slightly startled, he turned to Ray, 

saying, ‘Darling, someone’s calling me. I’ll be back in a moment,’ and, kissing him briefly on 

the lips, he stepped into space. 

For a moment he hung in the void, drawing in the energy of the stars, and wondering why 

Andrewes should want him now. Surely Rose had other things on her mind than pestering 

Andrewes, with an attack about to be launched? He drew himself together, and materialised in 

the woods of Teren, dressed as a student, then walked briskly down the hill and across the 

rough ground to the spaceship plant. 

A security guard walked over to meet him. ‘Good to see you, sir,’ he said, saluting smartly. 

‘The supervisor is in the cabin.’ 

Gray returned the salute crisply, every inch the commander except for his casual clothes, 

and walked down to Andrew’s headquarters’ cabin, where he knocked sharply on the door 

and entered without waiting for Andrewes’s reply. Andrewes was seated at his desk, running 

his hands through his hair as if in despair. He looked up in annoyance as Gray entered, then 

leapt to his feet with an expression of joy and relief on his face. 

‘Good to see you, sir!’ he exclaimed, and before Gray could speak, he seized his right 

hand, shook it vigorously, and went on: ‘Tell me, sir, for God’s sake – what the hell is 

McCrae up to?’ 

Gray, somewhat startled, scanned his face and read only his confusion, and said, ‘My 

understanding is that she’s organising a reprisal raid against the pirates.’ 

Andrewes’s face grew grave again. ‘I was afraid of that, sir,’ he said grimly. ‘So she is 

taking independent action – she hasn’t consulted the military – I thought she hadn’t.’ 

‘What is it, Andrewes?’ asked Gray, gently. 

‘She sent an order this morning,’ said Andrewes, going to his desk and picking up a visual 

wafer, ‘she wants all our ships to proceed straight to Admiral Rogers’s base, sir, for a surprise 

attack on Fairly Base in sector 7.9, in retaliation for their unauthorised truce with the pirates.’ 

Gray’s mouth fell open. His face was a picture of amazement. ‘Let’s see that,’ he said, in 

tones of thunder. ‘God, man, is she going to bomb her own people?’ 

‘See here, sir,’ said Andrewes grimly, putting the wafer into the slot in the front of the 

visual screen on his computer, and pressing a button. The screen brightened at once, and there 

was Professor Rose McCrae, issuing brisk orders just as Andrewes had stated them. 

‘So she hasn’t told the heads of military,’ said Andrewes, watching Gray’s furious face. 
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‘She hasn’t told anyone,’ said Gray, between clenched teeth. ‘I see her game – it’s clever, 

it’s deadly – but to bombard her own people!’ 

‘I can’t do it, sir,’ said Andrewes firmly. ‘I can’t send our ships to bomb our people. But if 

I don’t, she’ll fry me.’ 

‘Let me speak to her,’ said Gray. ‘Do you have a direct caller connection?’ 

Andrewes picked up his caller handset, which Gray saw was one of the new ones which 

linked into the new, improved interstellar caller network. Imperial technology did that, he 

thought to himself, so that McCrae can issue her deadly orders more easily, and I can combat 

them. Andrewes pressed three buttons on the handset and handed it to Gray without a word; 

Gray took it and sat down on the desk, legs dangling as a human’s would – this was 

uncomfortable for him, but Andrewes did not know his real identity and he did not intend to 

enlighten him. 

The caller rang out – then a quiet voice said: ‘McCrae.’ 

‘Professor,’ said Gray briskly – he knew he need not give his name, as McCrae knew his 

voice well enough – ‘I’m on Teren with Andrewes. He called me over this morning to discuss 

your latest orders – by what authority do you propose to bombard a Federal base?’ 

Andrewes watched and listened as the young commander spoke. His handsome face was 

drawn with anger. He clearly was not afraid of McCrae. Andrewes could hear McCrae 

expostulating at the other end of the call, but the young commander did not seem at all 

abashed. He merely waited for the general to finish, and then said, ‘That’s against all rules of 

engagement, Professor. Are you seriously intending to put yourself fully and irrevocably into 

the wrong? And what will you achieve, other than destroying Federal personnel and ships?’ 

Again Andrewes heard McCrae’s voice – distant, indistinct, too distorted for him to make 

out actual words. But he heard the young commander reply: ‘And I do not, Professor, and I 

say that you will not.’ 

A pause – then McCrae’s voice again. 

‘And are you questioning my authority, Professor?’ His tone was dry, ironic. 

‘As it happens, I do,’ he said in reply to McCrae’s next remark. 

‘If you wish to put it like that,’ he said shortly. 

Andrewes waited. The young commander listened to McCrae’s reply, then said, ‘And good 

day to you, Professor,’ put the handset back into its holder, and turned to Andrewes. 

‘She is standing by her order,’ he said angrily. ‘My ship’s in the woods – I’ll go and speak 

to Admiral Rogers. Don’t let those ships go, Andrewes. If she gives you any trouble, tell her 

they’re not fit to fly.’ 

‘They’re not, sir,’ said Andrewes quietly. 

‘Good man. I’ll be back.’ He slipped off the desk, shook Andrewes’s right hand briefly, 

and strode out. 

Andrewes walked after him, and watched him stride out of the base. He would have waited 

to watch his ship go up, but one of his subordinates came to ask his advice on a point of 

construction, and he had to tear himself away. 

 

Gray covered the ground back to the woods in a matter of moments, then – once under cover 

– flung himself through space to Admiral Rogers’s base. He had never been there before. It 

was a space station in orbit about a star in sector 9.5, in a sparsely-populated area of space. 

Few people in the Federal sectors knew its location, but Gray had found out from Ray Lewis. 

Even then, he had to actually locate it. Up until now, when he had stepped through the void to 

another point in space, he had generally been going to a place which he knew, where he had 

been before, and he knew consciously where he was going. He had not known Taratradene, 

but he had gone to approximately the right area and then paused to focus in on a location. 

This time he had a mathematical calculation in his mind, but he had never been to the place to 
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which it referred. He launched himself with the calcuation in mind, then – without thinking, 

entirely subconsciously – reached out into that area and located the mental energy he was 

expecting to find, and focussed on it. After all, he had some idea what Admiral Rogers’s 

energy field felt like – he had sensed it before, when she had almost killed him in a military 

engagement near Oh, and again when she brought her fleet to attack Teren. But he located her 

now without thinking, in a rage and in a moment – it was only later that he paused to think 

what he had done, and realised that he had located his enemy instinctively, as one would run 

up to someone in a room and speak to them. He then wondered where this ‘instinct’ came 

from, and how he had acquired it … 

Admiral Rogers had been promoted to her present rank following her successful attack on 

Oh the previous year, when she had decimated the pirates’ forces and nearly killed Greh. He 

was under no illusions about her – she hated him and her intention was to kill him. But he 

knew she could not do so, and he guarded himself from damage by surrounding himself with 

a protective energy field. 

Bending time, he arrived in Admiral Rogers’s office ten minutes before he had spoken to 

Rose McCrae. The Admiral was discussing the forthcoming raid with her captains, who – 

Greh could sense immediately, even as he materialised – were not happy about the prospect of 

firing on their own comrades. 

Then Greh materialised at the opposite end of the table, facing the Admiral; tall, glowing 

slightly, his blond hair floating off his shoulders as if in a breeze (but there was no breeze), 

and dressed plainly, in deep blue overshirt, belted at the hips, and trousers and low-heeled 

ankle boots, smart but not trendy, as if he were one of the Admiral’s own subordinate officers 

off-duty. 

The Admiral recognised him immediately, leapt to her feet and fired her blaster at him. 

Greh was ready for her, and absorbed the ray into his own energy field; he glowed, and then 

reappeared, unharmed. He smiled sweetly at her and raised a hand in greeting. 

‘Admiral, I come in peace,’ he said calmly. ‘I have been informed of General McCrae’s 

orders regarding an attack on your base in sector 7.9 and I have come to urge you against it. 

Such an attack would be against your own interests and a powerful propaganda weapon in the 

hands of the Imperials. I beg you to reconsider.’ 

‘My point precisely,’ said one of the captains. 

‘How the hell did you get in here?’ exclaimed the Admiral at Greh. 

‘I transported myself,’ said Greh, simply. ‘I repeat – I come in peace, Admiral. I have 

come to urge you to act in your own interests. And if you attack, my forces will go to the 

assistance of your base, with which we have a truce, which we will uphold even if your 

commanders do not consider themselves bound by it. A point we shall waste no time in 

broadcasting to all the Federal sectors.’ 

‘General Bradley is right, Admiral,’ said another of the captains. ‘We have enough 

problems without handing the Imperials a propaganda coup on a plate.’ 

The Admiral sat down slowly. ‘Bradley,’ she said deliberately, ‘I have my orders – but as 

you are already aware of them, they are already redundant. I don’t take orders from enemy 

commanders, but I do listen to my own captains. I will tell McCrae that we must postpone this 

expedition. You may go.’ 

‘Thank you, Admiral,’ said Greh, smiling charmingly. He bowed and raised a hand in 

salute – and vanished in a flash of light. Admiral Rogers reached for the caller handset on the 

wall. 

 

‘How did Bradley find out?’ demanded Leel. She was pacing up and down the green office, 

her hands clasped behind her back. 



 179 

‘I don’t know,’ said Rose testily. She was seated in a chair by the window. Outside, the sun 

was streaming down and birds were cheeping and hopping along the branches of the Trerian 

trees. ‘Clearly he has some contact with Andrewes. I’d fry Andrewes if he wasn’t too 

valuable a man to lose. As it is I’m thinking of transfering him somewhere where he can’t do 

any more damage. But Andrewes didn’t call Bradley. No messages went out of the plant that 

morning.’ She sighed in exasperation. ‘In short, Leel, I don’t know how Bradley found out – 

unless he can read minds at long distance.’ 

Leel paused in her striding and stared at Rose. ‘If he can, all our plans are worthless,’ she 

said in horror. 

‘I’m sure he can’t. At least, not all the time. He didn’t know until this morning. Someone 

told him – but I don’t know who.’ 

Leel put a hand to her forehead and said, ‘I must think. There must be some way around 

this. He’s acting as if he’s already in charge – ordering us about, telling us we can’t do this 

and we can do that –’ 

‘I’d noticed,’ said Rose icily. 

‘Then I suggest we pretend to go along with him, and concentrate on the Grade As in 

Vairstown. If we can win them over and get their support we’ll weaken his support base. And 

meanwhile we’ll watch him very closely. He’s infiltrated Security, so we need to get some of 

our people into his forces. And then we can keep an eye on him and watch out for our 

opportunity.’ 

‘My own thoughts,’ said Rose, ‘are to continue giving him free rein to carry on rebuilding 

sectors two to six, and concentrate on keeping control of sectors seven to nine. He’s got Ray 

Lewis and Carl Poulsson, but I know where they are and I can reel them in any time I want. 

Eventually we’ll have the chance to destroy or depose him – and then we’ll have sectors two 

to six back, revitalised and economically sound again.’ 

‘In other words, we use him to our own advantage,’ said Leel thoughtfully. ‘Yes – I think 

that is our best strategy. And we’ll be very quiet and cooperative and work on those Grade As 

here – he won’t suspect anything, Rose. He’s very clever, but not very cunning.’ 

‘No, he’s too straightforward,’ agreed Rose. ‘And he doesn’t believe we are clever enough 

to double-cross him.’ 

 

Back on Fairly Base, Greh was busy discussing long-range protection systems. He was 

anxious to prevent any further risk of attack on his allies. He was thinking furiously: clearly 

the President and McCrae could not be trusted an inch, and they would double-cross him at 

their first opportunity. He needed to forstall them before they attempted anything more of that 

sort. He must discover their most vulnerable point and go for that … 

But what was their most vulnerable point? Leel had absolute power. She ruled as head of 

the Federation, alone, with only a council of ministers to advise her, and notoriously she 

routinely ignored their advice, and was shown to be right in doing so. No one could challenge 

her decisions. There was discontent in the Federation – individual planetary governors wanted 

more power, and many of her ministers did not respect her, but although they could cause 

trouble, they could not seriously challenge her power. She was unassailable. 

Then he felt a quiver in the air around him – Memnon. She was singing a sweet love song, 

something she had adapted from a passage in the Lo Man Swee: ‘he seduces the whole galaxy 

with his beauty.’ He found himself smiling. 

Memnon – I must go to her … 

As soon as he left his meeting with the commander, he hurried out to find Ray and Carl. 

‘I’m going to Thorion,’ he said, ‘to see Memnon and Faroan. I need to discuss the situation 

with them.’ 

‘We’ll come,’ said Carl at once. ‘We’ll admire the scenery while you’re busy.’ 
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Memnon was walking in the woods above the Sapphire Cape, singing to herself. She had 

flown over from Herluin in a star dancer, a spaceship like the one which Lord Faroan had 

taught her how to fly, so many months ago. She had come to discuss the new medical facility 

that was being built on Herluin, and to be with him, her lover, and to give him her support in 

Lord Greh’s absence. Now Faroan was in a meeting with the Priestess – they were arguing as 

usual, something about teaching young Rhuaans about art and science – and she had come out 

into the fresh air and sunshine. She had never liked the Rhuaans’ underground chambers, and 

she found the Priestess’s meeting room oppressive, while Faroan’s assembly hall was too 

large and gloomy for her tastes. She preferred to be out in the light and life of the outdoors. 

She thought longingly of the Emron, who was all light and life … 

And all at once he was there, and two of his male humans with him. He dropped to his 

knees and threw his arms about her neck, and they touched noses lovingly together. 

‘I heard you call, darling,’ he said. 

She twirled her whiskers bashfully. ‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘Emron, are you all right? You 

look anxious.’ 

‘I’m anxious about the Federation,’ he said. ‘Let’s go for a walk, and I’ll tell you about it.’ 

So the four of them wandered on through the woods, between the green singing trees, in 

the fresh spring air, in the bright sunlight and pools of cool shade, and he told her about the 

President. 

‘I can’t trust her an inch. Yet we’re not yet ready to take over the Federation. I need some 

way of undercutting her power.’ 

‘She’s a tyrant,’ said Memnon dismissively, ‘more than the old Empire ever was. She 

listens to no one, obeys no one. When all the planets have representative assemblies, and the 

sectors, and the Federation itself, then she will have to listen and obey – but now she can do 

exactly as she pleases, even if it harms the whole Federation.’ 

‘But even Bessideh doesn’t yet have an assembly,’ said Greh. ‘The elections aren’t until 

next week.’ 

‘But you could advertise it,’ said Carl. ‘You could spread it around.’ 

‘Tell Andy to tell the journals,’ said Ray, grinning at the thought of the conscientious Andy 

in ‘news-mode’. 

‘Then people in the Federal sectors will start to ask questions,’ said Memnon, excitedly. 

‘And when Bessiday has an assembly, and we make sure that it works, then we can make sure 

that the Federal sectors know. Then everyone will start to ask for one.’ 

‘Maybe not,’ said Greh. ‘There’s a lot of prejudice among the Sacred People against them. 

Errehn is dead set against them.’ 

Various rude noises were made around him. Memnon said simply, ‘I don’t think that 

Errehn and his people have much political sense, lord. And there are not many of the Sacred 

People in the Federal Sectors. My own people, and some of the humans and some of the 

Gustu, will be very enthusiastic. And the President will be so busy dealing with their demands 

that she will not have time to give us trouble.’ 

Greh had to laugh at her enthusiasm. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and talk to Faroan. If he 

can go to Bessiday to keep an eye on Ragnor and Sarah–’ 

‘He’ll be only too delighted, lord,’ said Memnon sadly. ‘He is quarrelling again with the 

Priestess. He says that the young people must learn science, and she wants to teach only the 

art of healing.’ 

Ray muttered something which sounded like, ‘Idiots.’ 

‘I’ll go and talk to them both,’ said Greh. ‘Perhaps the Priestess will be interested to learn 

about developments on Trer.’ 

‘We’ll wait here, lord,’ said Memnon. ‘I wish you luck.’ 
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So Greh went in search of the Priestess and Faroan, in the Priestess’s meeting room, which 

was in the same complex of light, airy rooms where he had first awoken after Aoan had 

brought him to Thorion. Memnon always complained that the room was dark, but Marys see 

slightly different wavelengths of light than Rhuaans and humans, and Greh thought that the 

singing trees outside the building’s windows cut out the wavelengths of light which would 

have enabled her to see properly. In any case, when he entered the room he found Faroan 

seated on a cushion on the floor, looking exasperated, and the Priestess standing up, striding 

up and down and waving her arms about. She stopped short when she saw him and came up 

to him at once to hug him and say, ‘Greh! How are you? How goes the Empire?’ 

He returned her hug and said, ‘The Empire is going well – we’re rebuilding transportation 

on Creh, and a hospital is being built for the Marys on Herluin. But there are problems in the 

Empire. General McCrae and the President of the Federation have tried to double-cross me – I 

was warned by one of my friends, and so I was able to stop them, but I’m worried about what 

they might try next.’ 

‘Greh! That’s terrible.’ She was all concern. ‘We need more trained people in the Federal 

sectors.’ She meant her own acolytes, trained by herself on Thorion. ‘I’ll send you someone.’ 

Greh took a deep breath. ‘Horlerh on Teren is expecting a child. She’s finding it hard on 

Teren, separated from her people on Trer. She would value the support of an acolyte, I think.’ 

The Priestess smiled. ‘Of course! Our people on Trer have suffered so much. We should do 

more for them. I’ll select someone suitable – you can take them over to Teren next week.’ 

Greh relaxed. He had been worried about relations between the archaeologists and Horlerh, 

but if he could send Horlerh back to Trer to relax during her pregnancy, that would solve that 

problem. ‘How are things here?’ he asked. 

‘Fine,’ said the Priestess, but Faroan said, ‘The lady and I have a slight disagreement.’ 

Greh looked at the Priestess, who blushed a little. ‘We cannot agree on the syllabus for the 

young children’s schooling,’ she said. ‘Since the Lord Emperor slept, the emphasis has been 

on healing and balancing energies. Now he wishes to change this to include various technical 

arts.’ 

‘Like the children in other sectors,’ said Greh quickly. ‘When I was at school, I learnt 

about medicine and mathematics, literature and the sciences.’ 

The Priestess’s expression changed. ‘Really, Greh? I thought you would have concentrated 

on the spiritual arts.’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘the sectors always teach the technical arts.’ 

‘Oh.’ She looked at Faroan, then back at Greh, lost for words. 

‘I think it would be best if our people also learnt them,’ said Greh, ‘otherwise the children 

will know more than our people.’ 

‘Which would never do,’ she said at once. ‘Very well, Greh. We must change the syllabus. 

I’ll arrange it,’ and she turned to Faroan. 

Greh breathed a sigh of relief. At least he had managed to turn aside that argument – but 

this was probably not the moment to mention his plans for representative assemblies. 

 

Some time later, when he and Faroan had rejoined Memnon, Ray and Carl on the hill-top, he 

explained to Faroan that he wanted to launch the concept of representative assemblies through 

Andy to the Federal journals. He had hoped to delay until they could see how the elections on 

Bessideh worked out, but if they could get the peoples of the Federal sectors talking about 

representative assemblies, it would distract the President and – perhaps – undermine her 

authority at little. Faroan listened, and agreed that it would be better to wait, but it was by no 

means certain that the assembly on Bessideh would be a reliable indicator for the success or 

failure of others. Every planet was different, and even if the concept turned out to be 

unworkable on Bessideh, it might work on a better-organised planet such as Creh. 
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‘I think that we should be in Bessideh city on the day of the elections,’ he said, ‘and should 

visit the places where the election is taking place, to ensure that all goes peacefully.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Memnon. ‘We should all go.’ She looked at Ray and Carl, who nodded. They 

were both somewhat sceptical about the concept, but were prepared to help Gray and 

Memnon in their attempts to set it up. 

‘Ragnor has been putting out broadcasts on the visual about it,’ said Greh, ‘and he says that 

his normal advertisers have been happy to have their ads running with the election material, 

and people have been watching, so at least they are interested. We need neutral places for 

people to vote, and Memnon says that the election has to be secret, so that no one feels under 

an obligation to vote for one person or another – they have to have free choice. So Ragnor is 

going to have a tent set up in every town, where people can come and write their choice on a 

piece of paper and put the paper in a sealed box. Bessideh is a lot bigger than other towns, so 

he’ll have several tents.’ 

‘How many votes does each person have?’ asked Ray. 

‘One,’ said Memnon. 

‘Suppose they want to vote again?’ 

‘They can’t.’ 

‘How are you going to stop them?’ 

There was a pause. ‘Good question,’ said Greh. ‘Any ideas?’ 

They brainstormed for five minutes. Faroan suggested stamping each person’s forehead 

with an ink stamp, ‘As we used to mark ownership,’ he said. No one asked him what he 

meant by that – Memnon remembered certain sections of the Lo Man Swee, and Ray and Carl 

decided that they’d prefer not to know. ‘Perhaps not the forehead,’ said Memnon, ‘people will 

object to being marked. Perhaps the palm of the right forepaw?’ 

‘The right hand? Fine,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll suggest it to Ragnor.’ 

‘How do you make sure that no one interferes with the votes?’ asked Ray. 

‘The box has to be opened in the official place, and if it’s been meddled with, the votes 

don’t count.’ 

‘How are you going to get all the boxes to Bessiday city without them being damaged 

accidentally-on-purpose?’ 

‘Ragnor has a little sky-yacht. We’ll use that to collect up the boxes.’ 

‘Is everyone going to vote at the same time?’ 

‘Yes, in the same twenty-four hour period.’ 

‘So you’ll need shifts of people at the voting tents.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘I agree, it’s going to be tricky. We’ll have to see how it goes.’ 

‘Then all the boxes will be opened together?’ 

‘Yes, and the results will be simultaneously be broadcast over the whole planet. Ragnor is 

really looking forward to that part. He’s never done anything so big before.’ 

‘So some people will be watching in the middle of the night.’ 

‘Yes, I know. I don’t know how that can be avoided.’ 

‘Stop worrying him,’ said Carl to Ray. ‘It will work! People will be so amazed that anyone 

tries to organise anything so big that they’ll go along with it just to see how it works. You’ll 

see.’ 

 

In the event, Carl was right – everything went much more smoothly than Ray had expected. 

The numbers of people who voted varied considerably across the planet – in the more rural 

areas, people said that they couldn’t spare the time to travel miles to vote, but in the urban 

areas people went out before breakfast or at lunchtime or after work to vote. Some 

enterprising hot-food and drink sellers set up by the voting tents in the towns, and turned the 

elections into something of a party. Fortunately, no serious fights were started; everyone was 
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treating it as something of a joke and nothing to take too seriously. At the end of the voting 

day, Ragnor went out in his sky yacht and picked up the boxes; his news programme put out 

regular bulletins about the progress of his yacht as it travelled about the planet, and Ragnor 

took the opportunity to interview local people at each of his stops, to get their reactions to the 

election. Most people said ‘I don’t know what difference it will make, but it can’t do any 

harm.’ He arrived back in Bessideh city with the boxes and took them to Daaneh’s palace, 

where a room had been set aside for the counting to take place. Under the eyes of Ragnor’s 

bouncers, the boxes were opened and the votes set out on different tables for counting. 

Volunteers from Bessiday city started counting them. 

Greh, Faroan and Memnon, Ray and Carl, wandered around the room keeping an eye on 

the counters. Memnon had to stop a few counts and explain to the counters what they were 

supposed to be doing; otherwise it worked reasonably well, but a few votes had to be 

discarded on the grounds that they were illegible. The votes were carefully stacked up and 

totals added. It took hours, but at last they ‘had a result,’ as Ragnor put it, and with the tele-

visual cameras of his own station on him, and the eyes of a million people (the population of 

the planet) on him – or perhaps not – he announced the winners for each town and/or region. 

Only the candidates for Bessiday city were present in the hall, but Ragnor had a caller in 

hand so that he could call up the winner for each town or region and ask them to comment on 

their win. A few of the losers also called the station and complained about the voting process 

– people hadn’t voted for them because it had rained, because it had been too hot, because it 

was too far to travel, because it was a busy time of year; the voting region was illogical (the 

town should have had two representatives allocated to it, or none; the country region was too 

big/ too small/ lacked identity) – but overall it was clear that the population of the planet had 

taken a considerable interest in the election and Ragnor was pleased with the result. The 

proportion of races elected mirrored the population of the planet: 70% human, 20% Gustu, 

10% Mary; there was a good mix of genders and ages, and a good mix of backgrounds. A 

number of his own people had been elected, and quite a few had not. He might have been 

inclined to sulk about this, but Gray said that it would strengthen the authority of the 

assembly because it showed the vote was genuine. While privately vowing to find out how to 

cheat next time, Ragnor admitted that this was an advantage. 

Sarah had been elected as representative for central Bessiday city, which was no surprise: 

she was well-known, well-liked and had had a lot of money behind her. She was ‘over the 

moon,’ as she put it (an incongruous expression on Bessiday, which has three small moons), 

and she rose to the occasion with an impromptu rendition of her famous song: ‘I’ve learned to 

walk on air/ since you’ve believed in me,’ and accompanied it with a dance with Gray. 

Ragnor’s visual cameras broadcast this to the whole planet. 

There was then a general party, with food and alcohol and various forms of ‘weed’, which 

went on until morning. All involved then went home to bed. The assembly would have its first 

meeting in a week’s time in the governor’s palace; Ragnor had a week to arrange 

accommodation for all the delegates in Bessiday city, and sort out their secretarial help, etc. In 

the meantime, Greh took his companions back to Thorion, where they discussed how the 

election had gone, and what problems they had seen, and how these could be corrected in 

future – but Greh was sure that Ragnor was already aware of the problems and was thinking 

about how to change things to his own advantage. He also spent some time in the labs with 

Faroan and his technicians, looking at the new heru cloth and the new materials they were 

designing – a better, flexible, stronger, transparent ‘metal-glass’, and improved materials for 

making deep space transmitters, and a moisture-holding, heat-holding ‘metal’ which could 

possibly improve the incubation of Mary eggs. He also talked to Tereah, who had been 

talking to Soba about what the humans on Earth needed most, and to Sarah about what 
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humans want most, and had plans for setting up a human relief scheme that would also get her 

lots of human pets. At last he went on with Ray and Carl to Teren. 

When they visited Teren socially, Ray would either stay in his former caravan in the 

archaeologists’ camp or take Carl over to the spaceship plant, where Andrewes would 

welcome them – unaware that Ray had changed sides. On this occasion, they came with Gray. 

Gray sauntered into the archaeologists’ camp dressed as a student; Ray wore his old work 

clothes and Carl dressed casually, but more smartly than either Ray or Gray. The students, 

who had been tidying up the site before the evening meal, crowded round them to ask for 

news. 

‘Bad,’ said Gray cheerfully. ‘McCrae wants to start bombing her own troops and blaming 

me for it. But I have a plan – where’s Andy?’ 

Lily White ran off to fetch him, and after a few minutes Andy came out of the kitchen hut 

with her, followed by the professors. They greeted Gray enthusiastically, and Gray explained 

about McCrae’s latest actions and his own counter-plans. 

‘So we need to grab the initiative,’ he said, ‘by using the fanzines to tell people about my 

ideal of government – the Mary’s original proposals which the Federation has conveniently 

forgotten. We need to tell them about their rights – they should have a voice in government, 

through elected representatives.’ 

‘Elected representatives,’ repeated Pippa, ‘what’s that?’ 

Gray sat down on the grass and began to explain. Everyone gathered round to listen. As 

Gray talked, Horlerh came walking up from the Flame to see what was happening. When she 

saw Gray she frowned and stepped back, but did not withdraw. She waited quietly until Gray 

had finished, then walked forward as the students began to talk. 

‘Did the old Empire have this?’ one of the male students asked. 

‘No,’ said Gray, shaking his golden head emphatically. ‘Arguably that was its greatest 

weakness. That was the greatest complaint of the Marys – that the subordinate races had no 

say in anything, were never allowed to make choices or choose for themselves. They 

remained effectively children forever because they never learnt to choose right from wrong.’ 

‘So that’s why –’ began Sandra Bey, but she was interrupted by Horlerh’s voice, strident 

and commanding. 

‘So you would let the children choose, Grehoan? But they are only children. We are set 

over them by God – it is our duty to take care of them. Would you shirk that duty?’ 

Sandra, Lily and Pippa began to whisper between themselves – Gray realised that Horlerh 

had just stated what Sandra had been about to describe. But he must answer Horlerh. He 

shook his head gently. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I would complete it. If the children never learn to 

choose they will never grow. Let them grow, and they will also stand before God.’ 

‘They cannot,’ retorted Horlerh. ‘That is our right – our right and our duty. Grehoan, you 

betray our people. You fornicate with lesser races and you propose to give away your power 

when you have it – you will hand us over to slavery again, to be ruled by these children –’ 

The humans looked on in amusement or amazement, hearing the arguments of the Great 

War played out before them. Greh’s hair was beginning to rise – he was clearly very agitated. 

‘No, Horlerh. I will rule – I will hold full power – but I will take advice from my children, as 

my predecessors never did, and so they will believe I rule for them, as they never felt in the 

past. I will be a parent to them, not a tyrant.’ 

Horlerh snorted, turned on her heel and strode away down the camp, back to the Flame. 

‘Hmm,’ said Mike Daims. ‘Interesting.’ Gray turned towards him with raised eyebrows. 

‘The reactionary traditionalist versus the radical progressive,’ said Mike. 

‘She’s been getting more and more disgruntled,’ said Aimee. ‘I wonder if we should 

replace her. Would the Priestess send us someone, Gray?’ 
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‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘She’d love to, and Horlerh ought to be back in Vairstown, in her 

condition – a Rhuaan woman should be on her home soil when she’s expecting a child.’ 

‘Oh, that’s it,’ said a dozen voices. 

‘But I’d prefer not to fall out with Horlerh and her family,’ Gray went on. ‘I’d prefer to 

take the Sacred People from the Federal sectors with me, if I can.’ 

‘If they’re all like Horlerh, it’s impossible,’ said Mike. 

Gray was about to disagree – after all, Errehn was also from Vairstown – but then he 

remembered Errehn’s reaction to Memnon’s idea (that it was mad) and he thought dismally 

that the Sacred People from the Federal sectors were potentially a bigger obstacle to the re-

establishment of the Empire than President Leel. 

‘Cheer up, darling,’ Aimee said, laying a hand on his arm. ‘You were going to brief Andy.’ 

‘I think you over-estimate these Grade As,’ said Andy dismissively. ‘They throw 

themselves about like they own the place. But they don’t do any of the work.’ 

‘No, we do that,’ said Aimee, smiling first at him and then at Gray, who smiled wanly 

back. 

‘C’mon then,’ said Andy to Gray, pulling a notepad out of the breast pocket of his dockey-

jacket and a biro from the inner pocket, ‘what’s this briefing? Let’s get going on this.’ 

Gray sighed, shook back his hair, and said, ‘The Federation government has betrayed the 

original aims of the freedom-fighters who rebelled against the Old Ones all those centuries 

ago. The rebels wanted a say in government – but who has a say in government now?’ 

So he set out his ideas for representative government, while Andy scribbled and made 

suggestions, and all the students joined in, gaining confidence as they saw that Gray took their 

suggestions on board. Occasionally the professors interrupted – Mike said: ‘Now, look here, 

this won’t work –’ and Aimee said, ‘How are you going to prevent bribery?’ and Ray and 

Carl made observations about how the election had worked, or not, on Bessiday. So step by 

step they thrashed out the bare bones of a sort of constitutional government for the Federation, 

with an executive Emperor or president at the head and a legislative, elected assembly 

advising her/him and initiating and approving legislation. 

Meanwhile, down at the other end of the camp by the Flame, Horlerh stood and brooded. 

She was aware that she had cut herself out of Grehoan’s plans, but she was so angry with him 

for betraying the sacred trust of the Rhuaans – to rule the galaxy alone on God’s behalf – that 

she did not care. She decided that Rehn must be informed at once, went to her tent and got out 

her long-distance caller, which used the energy of the Flame to throw communications across 

interstellar space from one priestess to another. 

Meanwhile, on Trer, Rose McCrae’s agents had made contact with Rehn and suggested 

that they ‘talk about matters to their mutual advantage.’ Rehn was not inclined to take 

McCrae’s agents seriously – she did not trust the human, and could only think that she was up 

to some new strategem to destroy the Rhuaans. Nor did she pay much attention to Horlerh’s 

rantings, except to consider that perhaps it was time for the young acolyte to be brought back 

to Trer, to the company of her own people. But when she saw a copy of the first Fanzine to 

run Andy’s latest briefing, she was more concerned. Electoral representation? How could the 

Sacred People rule by the advice of the lesser races? Was Lord Grehoan mad? 

She called him at once, and he came almost as soon as the thought had formed in her mind. 

Too often Rehn’s mother prevented him from coming; only with difficulty could he break 

through her intransient hostility to reach Rehn, except when Rehn called him directly. They 

greeted each other gladly as lovers, exchanged sweet nothings, he stroked her stomach and 

asked about the child she was carrying – her child and his – and she explained that all was 

well, and then asked him what in the Flame’s power he meant by his latest proposals. 

He explained the situation, and she listened. When he had finished, she said, ‘What does 

Errehn think?’ 
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‘He says I’m mad.’ 

Rehn found she had to smile, but what she had to say was serious. ‘Grehoan, you must 

realise that for us of Trer this is all very alarming. For centuries we have dreamt of the 

restoration of the Empire and regaining our supremacy, and seeing our enemies beneath us. 

Now you are promising them power. We do not want them to have power. We will rule.’ 

‘But you will rule. You will be governors and priestesses as before. The other races will 

only advise, and we can ignore them. But the important thing is to promise them a voice – at 

present they have none. Even your brother agrees that we have to offer them something they 

do not have and that they want – otherwise, why should they support us? ’ 

Rehn nodded slowly. ‘Yes, I understand – I don’t say my compatriots will agree, but I 

understand.’ She wondered whether to tell him that McCrae was making diplomatic advances. 

She decided not to. She was a priestess, she could cloak her thoughts – he need not know. She 

would not worry him with this. 

He looked at her piercingly and said, ‘Rehn, what is it?’ 

She was startled. ‘What?’ 

He regarded her with head held slightly to one side – his eyes were great and black. 

‘There’s something wrong – it’s McCrae. What’s she doing now?’ 

Rehn was thrown completely off balance. ‘What do you mean? I didn’t mention – I wasn’t 

going to tell you!’ 

He cradled her face gently in his hands, and stared into her eyes – deep, so deep, and she 

saw deep, deep down in the dark pools of his eyes, the stars themselves in their glory, and all 

the wonders of outer space … She was transfixed by his gaze – and he saw her mind, and her 

thoughts were his, and her memories were his, and he said softly: ‘She’s trying to seduce my 

own people from me; thank you for brushing her off. But I’m worried about Horlerh.’ 

He let Rehn’s mind go – gently, so gently – and she was left alone, bereft, distant from 

him, or so she felt, although he was still standing in front of her and his hands still cradled her 

face. She managed a faint smile; he returned it with a broad grin. 

‘Rehn, my brave priestess, my courageous warrior! What are we to do with Horlerh? She is 

carrying my child, but I think she hates me now – she can’t understand what I’m doing, or 

why.’ 

Rehn rallied her thoughts with an effort. ‘I’ll recall Horlerh,’ she said. ‘As she’s expecting 

a child, she should be in safety here, on her own soil, not on Teren. As for priestesses on 

Teren, let Thorion provide one – Thorion needs to see more of how things are here.’ 

He nodded and smiled, for this was exactly what he had wanted her to say. ‘Yes. The 

Priestess will send us a priestess for Teren, and Horlerh will come home to rest and grow 

strong for her lying-in. As for McCrae, now I see what she’s up to – she’s trying to divide us, 

my priestess, and destroy us by turning us against each other. But we must use her own 

weapons, and turn her people against her – and the way to do that is by using the same 

propaganda which destroyed the old Empire. Just as they demanded representation in 

government, so will we. And they won’t be able to give it – or, if they do, we’ll use it against 

them.’ 

His face was glowing with joy and mischief at the thought, and Rehn felt herself relax and 

smile in return. He drew her closer and put his arms about her, and she nestled up to him and 

returned his embrace. He knew she could not make love in her heavily pregnant state, but he 

kissed her warmly and she returned the kiss. At least, he thought, if everyone else in 

Vairstown turns against me, Rehn will remain faithful. But they won’t turn against me, now 

I’m aware of the danger from McCrae’s intrigues. 

 

Errehn was less happy about the situation when Greh returned to Oh – particularly when Greh 

announced that he was going to fetch the new priestess from Thorion, and that then he was 
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going back to Trer to be at Rehn’s side when she gave birth. He had never been happy about 

Greh fathering his sister’s child, because if Greh was going to father any children he, Errehn, 

would have preferred to be the mother. And he wanted Greh to stay with him on Oh rather 

than go gallivanting about the galaxy. ‘You’ve only just come back,’ he said bitterly, ‘you 

can’t be leaving again already.’ 

They were in bed – that is, in the room they shared when they were both on Oh. Errehn 

was sitting up, arms around his knees, radiating discontent. Greh was lying on the cushions 

which formed the bed, watching his angry lover with some amusement. 

‘Come with me, darling,’ he said. ‘Oroso can cope. The Feds won’t budge – I scared them 

last time they tried anything – the truce is airtight.’ 

‘I don’t want to come,’ muttered Errhen. ‘I want you to stay. You’re hardly ever here these 

days.’ 

‘I told you – the pirates have been getting out of hand. They don’t need me here now, and 

you’re doing my job so well that you don’t need me either. And the Empire does need me, so 

that’s why I’m not here.’ 

‘So we hardly ever see you,’ snorted Errehn. 

Greh regarded him sadly, and stroked his arm. ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he said. ‘I know you 

wish it were you.’ 

‘Pardon?’ 

‘I know you wish it was your baby, not Rehn’s.’ 

Errehn sighed, and shook back his hair. He wished that Greh wouldn’t read his mind when 

he was thinking uncharitable, jealous thoughts. Greh put his arms about him and kissed him 

so passionately that Errehn was forced to respond. He returned the kiss, and they rolled across 

the floor, kissing and caressing. But when they separated, Errehn said: ‘If you love me, why 

are you never here?’ 

Greh eyed him warily. ‘I don’t like that “if”,’ he said. 

‘Why are you never here?’ asked Errehn again. 

‘I’ve told you – I have to rebuild the Empire. I have to visit places and meet people and 

persuade them to do what I want them to do. I have to make plans and recruit people to carry 

them out. I have to get a lot of people to make love to me because I need to raise a lot of 

power to do all this, and you know I can’t absorb as much energy through my hair as you do, 

darling, because it’s blond and not black, so I need to raise power in other ways. I know 

you’re jealous that I slept with your sister, but she asked me, and as priestess-apparent of Trer 

she had the right to ask anyone she wanted, and I was the first Dragon-blooded person she had 

ever seen. Horlerh is the same, except that I think it was too much for her to cope with. And I 

sleep with humans for company, and the Gustu give me power – and I love Anja and 

Memnon. Is there anyone I’ve missed?’ 

‘The archaeologists,’ muttered Errehn. 

‘They’re company. And I know you’d have liked to sleep with Aimee yourself.’ 

‘I wish I had,’ said Errehn. ‘You didn’t waste much time.’ 

‘The priestess says I must have a female partner – for company and to have dragon-

blooded children – and Aimee is partly dragon-blooded, and I do love her dearly.’ 

‘I like her too,’ said Errehn, softly, and they embraced, as if in recognition that they both 

shared this affection for another female. 

‘I know the humans are sweet,’ said Errehn when they pulled apart for breath, ‘and good 

for power-raising, and I suppose you need far more energy than I do, darling.’ 

Greh smiled and said, ‘Yes.’ 

‘But I wish – Oh, Flame, I wish – I wish you and I could be partners and none other of the 

People. I wish you didn’t sleep with my sister, Greh!’ 
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‘Only when she asks me,’ said Greh gently. ‘Come with me to Vairstown, darling. Rehn 

would like to see you.’ 

Errehn sighed again, swallowed his jealousy, and said in a choked voice, ‘As you insist, 

darling.’ 

Greh kissed him hotly and rolled him across the floor in passionate embrace. 

 

The next day, Greh took Errehn’s star dancer, and Errehn, off to Thorion to collect the young 

acolyte whom the Priestess had appointed as the new priestess of Teren. Faroan and Greh 

embraced with great love, and Faroan made a point of being friendly to Errehn, who was still 

very shy of the mighty Emperor – too shy even to be properly jealous of him. Faroan simply 

regarded Errehn as one of Greh’s pets – a Rhuaan, but only a minor one – and therefore of no 

real account, but it is always good to be kind and considerate to lesser persons. 

The Priestess also made much of Greh, but was less happy to see him with Errehn – she 

wanted Greh to find a female partner. She knew that Greh was female when s/he was with 

Faroan, and she was not very comfortable with this, believing that the constant gender change 

would damage him. A male might grow a womb, yes, and a female could produce sperm, but 

they did not change their complete physiology as Lord Greh did; they kept their essential 

gender. Young Yaro Ardeler was carrying a child, but to her eyes he still appeared male. She 

knew that the ancient Rhuaans used to change gender, but now she saw the effects of such 

changing on her dear Grehoan she was extremely worried that it was harming him. Yet for 

now she must put that problem aside: her first concern must be to spread her web of peace to 

the lost People in sector nine by sending a new priestess to Teren. Her young acolyte had been 

trained and briefed and had prepared herself in study and meditation; now she was ready to 

depart for her first posting. The Priestess and her acolytes, and many of the Sacred People 

who lived around the Sapphire Cape, came out to see the young acolyte off on her journey to 

Teren, with good wishes and cheerful waving. 

So Greh and Errehn, and the young Nayhn, clutching the white bag which contained all the 

possessions she had in the galaxy, set off across space to Oh, where she was disembarked for 

rest and relaxation and a decent meal and a night’s sleep – after first being introduced to the 

pirates and shown around the base. She also met a party of tourists, humans and Gustu, whom 

Peiriol was showing around. They asked her where she was from, recognising from her 

clothing, height and hair that she was ‘one of those Imperials,’ and she explained that she 

came from ‘the Sacred Planet,’ at which all the tourists started asking Peiriol how they could 

get there, and Peiriol became rather confused. Eventually he said that there weren’t any tours 

there yet because it was off the normal shipping lanes, but he’d see what he could do. Several 

people asked Nayhn if she had any pictures of the Sacred Planet which they could see, and 

she had to admit, rather shamefacedly, that she hadn’t. She hated to disappoint them, but 

confessed to Greh later that she had never thought to bring any. ‘I didn’t realise how much 

looking means to them,’ she said. 

‘Don’t worry,’ said Greh, ‘it takes a while to get to know these people. You can send back 

to Thorion for some images.’ 

Nayhn was only too glad to retire to her sleeping quarters and get some sleep, and the 

following day they set off for Teren, where Greh had left Ray and Carl to ‘catch up’ with 

Andrewes and keep up to date with the spaceship project. 

They brought the star dancer down by the road entrance to the dig, and the profs and 

students came out to meet them. Some of the students had put together a meal of fish (out of 

tins) and fruit (local), and a group of them performed a dance for the new Priestess which they 

had been practising, based on what Horlerh had told them about the traditional dances of the 

Old Ones. They were glad to see that Horlerh’s information had been good, as Nayhn 

approved the dance. Poor Horlerh! – they thought, she had looked so ill when she left them 



 189 

for Trer, but very anxious to get back to her home planet to have her baby. They hoped that 

she would be OK, and meanwhile they had this new, taller, more glowing Rhuaan to tell them 

even more new, exciting things about the old days. 

After the meal and dance, Nayhn walked down the camp and bowed to the Flame, which 

leapt up and burned six feet tall – a good sign, Greh told the archaeologists. Mike wondered 

how she managed the trick, and shrugged off Aimee’s explanation (from Gray) that it was an 

optical illusion. 

Ray and Carl came back from the spaceship plant on foot – Ray preferred to drive, but 

Carl, aware of the importance of physical exercise for anyone who spends a lot of time in the 

weightless conditions of outer space, nagged him into walking. They were in time to join 

everyone for supper, which Greh and Errehn cooked. Errehn sat by Greh during the meal and 

watched the students, trying to read their electro-magnetic fields and realising that the 

students were attracted by Greh but also far too scared of him to approach him. He also had a 

good look at Aimee and Mike, and found that he still liked Aimee and found Mike irritatingly 

pompous. Eventually Greh sent him off up the camp to talk to Nayhn – as the son of Trer’s 

Priestess, he had some knowledge of what was required of a priestess, and he could brief 

Nayhn on the customs of the Federal sectors. Greh sent Ray and Carl off to sleep in Ray’s 

caravan – in separate beds, as his lovers did not sleep together – while he went off, in two 

separate forms and with some time-twisting, with Aimee and Mike separately. 

‘How long can you stay?’ asked Aimee, as they both cuddled down into her bed in her 

caravan. 

‘Only until tomorrow,’ said Greh apologetically. I have to go to Trer for Rehn’s lying-in.’ 

He felt a jolt of energy emanate from Aimee, which indicated that she was startled and 

displeased. ‘Darling,’ he said gently, ‘you know she’s expecting a baby.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said regretfully. 

‘You said you were happy to be one of the harem,’ he reminded her. ‘But not to be more 

than that.’ 

‘Yes. I haven’t forgotten.’ 

‘So, darling, don’t be jealous.’ 

‘I can’t help it. It’s natural.’ 

‘Is it? To love me and want to have me in some special way – but refuse to marry me?’ 

He felt her bite her lip. ‘You would still sleep around,’ she said bitterly. 

‘Of course – but you would have special rights over me. And you could tell me not to sleep 

with certain people, and I would have to obey.’ 

‘Would you? Would you really?’ 

‘Yes. Now, will you marry me, Aimee?’ 

‘When you’re going to your concubine’s lying-in tomorrow? Pull the other one!’ 

‘She asked me to sleep with her,’ he said drily. ‘I had no choice.’ 

‘Oh, of course not!’ 

‘Aimee, you don’t know – she’s a priestess. She has the right to ask any male, and he can’t 

refuse her without a very good reason.’ 

‘Of course!’ 

‘Aimee – you’re driving me mad. If you care so much – Aimee, will you marry me? I’ll 

keep asking until you agree.’ 

‘Until I’m old and wrinkled? Until I die?’ 

‘Yes! And I can make you young again – I can restore your youth and make you immortal 

and ever-young.’ 

She shook her head. ‘My lord,’ she said formally, ‘you are my god and my heart, but 

forever is too long. Now stop nagging me – I thought we came to bed to be lovers.’ 
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He sighed heavily and laid his head on her shoulder, and for a moment she thought he was 

weeping and felt a pang of regret – but he wiped his tears away on his hair and began to kiss 

her neck, and she relaxed into his embraces. 

How long, wondered Aimee, can I go on resisting him? In the end I’ll surrender – and he’ll 

have all of me, soul and body, and I’ll be his forever. I love him dearly, so why do I dread 

that? Yet I do dread it – I don’t want to belong to another person, I just want to be mine. 

They parted on rather cool terms the next morning, which made Mike Daims curious to 

know what was wrong. He wanted to ask Aimee, but knew better. Instead he tried to distract 

himself by walking down the camp to admire the Flame and to ask Nayhn if she would like a 

hot drink. 

‘Yes, please,’ she said, ‘it’s cool here early in the morning.’ She looked at him quizzickly. 

‘You’re troubled,’ she said. 

Mike was startled – he was used to Horlerh, who as a Trer-trained priestess lacked the 

sensitivity of the Thorion-trained acolytes. ‘Oh, nothing,’ he said. 

She looked at him with compassion. ‘You should tell me – that’s what I’m here for.’ 

Mike shrugged as carelessly as he could. ‘Well – it’s my colleague Professor Neasden,’ he 

said lightly. ‘She and – um – Lord Gray seem to be annoyed with each other. And I wondered 

if they’ve quarrelled – because I’m very fond of Aimee myself, you see, so if they have –’ His 

voice trailed away in embarrassment. Nayhn looked gravely at him. 

‘The Priestess has told Lord Greh that he must take a female partner,’ she said slowly, ‘and 

he has chosen Professor Neasden, but she has refused him. The Priestess has told him to ask 

her again. If she has refused again, then this is distressing news for all of us. For Lord Greh is 

the one chosen to restore the Empire – but he needs help.’ 

‘Well, we all help him so far as we can,’ said Mike, a little irritably, ‘but it’s unfair of him 

to want Aimee all to himself. She is the inspiration to more people than him. Of course, I 

know he’s lord of the galaxy and all that, but in that case he has lots of women to choose from 

– while some of us only want Aimee.’ 

She regarded him solemnly, then said, ‘I see.’ She shook back her coal black hair and said, 

‘A hot drink would be very welcome, Mike Daims.’ 

Taking this as permission to go, Mike hurried back up the camp, annoyed with himself for 

giving so much away to the tall, majestic black-haired Rhuaan woman – far more 

commanding a presence than Horlerh, with an aura of power about her which made his knees 

tremble and reminded him of his maternal grandmother. 

Meanwhile, Nayhn stood staring into the Flame and thinking furiously. 

 

Greh returned from Trer that evening with Errehn, Ray and Carl. They were all cheerful and 

talkative. Nayhn walked up the camp to join the archaeologists and hear about Rehn’s safe 

delivery of a beautiful girl child, and that both were doing well and even Serehn had stopped 

saying that it would all end in tears, in her preoccupation with the child. 

‘The child has black hair,’ said Errehn jubilantly, ‘and skin like frost – she is a true-born 

member of the Sacred People. Even Mother has stopped complaining about dilution of the 

sacred blood.’ 

Nayhn listened to all this, nodding to herself. But she also noted how Lord Grehoan’s 

human males crowded close about him, and how the young male Errehn kept by him, and she 

noticed how he held himself, how he bore himself towards them, and she noticed how he 

addressed Mike Daims. She thought: ‘He is still too much Lord Aoan – she has left too much 

of herself in him. He is too much a female to take a female partner as the Priestess wishes.’ 

But then, as she continued to watch, he turned to talk to Aimee Neasden, and spoke to Lily 

White, and she thought: ‘No – he is all male.’ Then she was puzzled, for although the Sacred 
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People are not sharply divided in gender, they usually lean towards one or the other. But Lord 

Grehoan seemed to be both … 

Both and neither … 

Then she realised what she had not seen before: he is neither and he is both. She is not – 

not one of us at all. She is something more … 

… This is what Horlerh saw, and it scared her … 

… I must talk to Horlerh, she thought, as soon as she is fit to see me. I must know what he 

is – she is not one of us, she is a new species, something greater, and I don’t see exactly how 

to deal with her – I mean, how to deal with him … 

After they had eaten an evening meal, which Mike always called ‘tea,’ even when he 

didn’t drink any of that drink with it, Nayhn approached Greh and asked him to come down to 

the Flame: ‘I’ve been tidying up,’ and he agreed and walked down with her, while his 

companions remained at the site hut to help wash up. 

Nayhn had tidied the paving around the Flame’s pedestal, and cut the grass; Greh 

approved. As he stood looking at the Flame, she said, ‘Greh, has Aimee Neasden refused you 

again?’ 

‘Yes’ he said sadly. ‘I don’t know how to persuade her. She loves me – she loves me more 

than she loves anyone else – but she does not want to marry me, no matter what I offer her. 

She says it’s impossible.’ 

She regarded him compassionately. ‘She is lovely,’ she agreed, ‘but there must be another 

companion for you somewhere in sectored space, Greh. Don’t despair. Somewhere is your 

equal – waiting for you.’ 

He glanced at her, sideways – and for an instant she thought she saw a thought go past, a 

thought so far from her that it was like a black hole in space. It was so utterly hostile to her 

that for a moment she thought he hated her; then she thought only that he was so far from her 

that she could not touch him; then she did not know what to think. The moment had passed, 

and he was looking again into the Flame. 

What is he thinking? Nayhn thought. Why can’t I touch her thoughts? The Priestess taught 

us how to read minds from a distance, without eye contact. But I can’t read Lord Grehoan’s 

mind at all – it’s blank, as if it’s behind a veil. He can hide his mind from me … 

‘Are you staying here long?’ she asked, and the words were scarcely out of her mouth 

when she realised how trite they sounded. 

He shrugged. ‘I’ll stay here a few days, then I’ll go and check up on my contacts in 

Security. I have to see a few people.’ 

She nodded. ‘Keep busy,’ she said. ‘I’ll work on Aimee Neasden for you.’ 

He smiled at her. ‘Thank you,’ he said. 
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11. Political Philosophy: A Practical Guide 

 

It was a month after this that Gray was at his mum’s for tea. He had brought Memnon with 

him to meet his mum. Ray and Carl were on Cray, working on the transportation project, and 

Gray had taken Faroan along with them to see what was being done and discover what new 

technology the project needed, so that his bright young scientists on Thorion could get to 

work on it. Ray was not particularly enthusiastic about having Gray’s ‘husband’ along, as he 

found that Faroan’s physical presence always reduced him to a trembling jelly – the man just 

exuded so much power that it wore everyone out within a ten-foot radius. Carl, however, told 

him to stop fussing and get on with designing locomotives, while he made a point of getting 

Faroan out and about, meeting people and seeing things, and encouraged everyone to tell 

Faroan their woes. Faroan was a good listener, sometimes he could solve the problem, and 

sometime he took it away with him and put others on to solving it. 

While his male partners were thus engaged, Gray took Memnon to meet his mother. 

Glenda Bradley, rather daunted at meeting her first Mary but nevertheless determined to be 

polite, and genuinely curious about the tall, furry, intelligent people, was engaging Memnon 

in conversation about Mary literature. 

‘My daughter Susie’s doing a dissertation on it,’ she explained. ‘A sort of long essay – all 

about freedom and political rights – it all seems quite subversive, for Susie.’ 

Gray laughed a little bitterly. In his arms, baby Sophie dozed happily. Memnon twirled her 

whiskers in a laugh. 

‘We Marys started the war against the Old Empire,’ she said, ‘but the war did not bring us 

freedom. And so now we are supporting the Emron’s battle for freedom, believing he will 

achieve what the Federation did not – freedom and justice for all.’ 

‘I wish Earth’s government would see it like that,’ said Glenda Bradley. ‘Graham has such 

trouble getting basics through to Earth, just because the government won’t allow trade with 

“rebels”, as they call them.’ 

Memnon flicked her ears in amusement. ‘They will come round in time,’ she said, ‘when 

they see that there is no alternative.’ 

The back door opened and a voice called: ‘Mum! It’s me!’ 

‘Susie,’ called Glenda Bradley, ‘I’m in the lounge. You’ll never guess who’s with me.’ 

‘Graham,’ said Susie’s voice, dropping a tone in disapproval, and they heard her kick off 

her shoes, slam the back door shut, and dump her coat and bag on the top of the washing 

machine. 

‘More than Graham, duck,’ called her mother, and they heard Susie’s stocking’d feet on 

the tiles of the kitchen floor, and the door from the kitchen opened and Susie’s head poked 

around the door. 

‘Oh –hh!’ she breathed, her eyes and mouth as round and large as saucers at the sight of 

Memnon. She stepped into the lounge, and hesitated. 

‘Mum – er – who’s this?’ she stammered. 

Memnon was equal to the occasion. She rose from her seat on the sofa, where she sat with 

legs tucked under her and tail around her hind feet, and, walking on her hind legs, approached 

Susie, then dropped on to four feet and touched her nose to Susie’s in greeting. 

‘I am Memnon, daughter of the Matriarch Junias of Herluin,’ she said. ‘I have come with 

your brother the Emron to visit you and your mother, Suz–ee.’ 

‘Emron?’ repeated Susie, blankly. ‘You mean Graham? He’s not an Emron!’ 

‘He is an Imperial general and bringer of freedom to all peoples,’ said Memnon severely. 

Then, flicking her whiskers, she added in a lighter tone, ‘I have been looking forward to 
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meeting you, Suz–ee, because the Emron tells me that you are studying our literature and now 

I hear that you are writing your dissertation on it.’ 

Susie nodded, almost lost for words. ‘Yes,’ she managed to say. 

‘Please sit down, Suz–ee, and tell me about what you have learnt,’ said Memnon gravely. 

‘I would be very interested to know what humans teach on our great works.’ 

‘I’ll get my bag,’ stuttered Susie. ‘I brought something to show Mum – just a moment – ’ 

and she ran back into the kitchen, returning an instant later with her college bag clutched in 

her hand. ‘This is my dissertation,’ she said. ‘I’d be very interested to hear what you think of 

it.’ 

Memnon led her to the sofa and said, ‘Please show me, Suzee,’ and Susie pulled out a file 

of papers and began to chatter about her favourite subject. Gray would gladly have listened, 

but his mother said, ‘Could you give me a hand with tea, duck?’ so he put Sophie down in her 

carrycot to sleep, and went to help his mother in the kitchen. 

Memnon and Susie talked and talked – until tea, throughout tea, and well into the evening, 

as Gray and his mother washed up and changed Sophie’s nappy and settled her down to sleep 

in her cot upstairs. Julie and David had gone out for the evening, so Glenda was babysitting 

all evening as well as childminding all day. At last Gray was able to sit down again with 

Memnon, just as Susie was saying, ‘I’ve done my own translation of that part – can I read it to 

you? You can tell me if it’s correct.’ 

Memnon flicked her whiskers and said, ‘Please do.’ 

Glenda Bradley sat down in her easy chair. She was about to address Gray, but her son said 

quickly, ‘Can I hear this, Mum? It’s Susie’s dissertation, and I know you’ve heard all about it 

but I haven’t yet.’ 

‘Sorry, duck,’ said his mother, chastened, and settled down gloomily, ready to be bored. 

Susie held a sheaf of papers in her hands and began to read: ‘Lo Man Swee: On the Nature 

of Tyranny. Chapter Five.’ 

‘Now, there are three points to make on this question. 

‘The first is, their arrogance. For they are so arrogant that they consider themselves always 

to be right and none to be right but they. 

‘And they believe God to have approved them as rulers of all, and to have approved none 

but them. 

‘And they believe themselves to be superior to all simply by birth as they are. 

‘And they believe outer appearance triumphs over inner goodness, so only those of their 

appearance can rule. 

‘And they hold their intellect to be above all things, yet although they can design a 

spaceship they cannot build it by themselves. 

‘The second is, that they can read the thoughts of others, and so none may think of treason 

without their being aware of it. 

‘The third is, that they can change the thoughts of others, and make those who hate them to 

love them. And with this they are so lustful that they seduce every creature which can be 

seduced and lie with them and bring forth offspring so that the whole of their Empire is 

contaminated with their blood. And they indulge normally in practices against nature and not 

considered normal by any other race, viz., males lie with males and females with females as a 

matter of course, which disgusts the minds of good folk. But with all this they distort all 

people’s minds so that none may be disgusted but all feel love for them. 

‘Now the next chapter is, how may such be overthrown?’ 

Susie looked up at Memnon. ‘What do you think?’ she asked anxiously. 

‘You have the sense,’ said Memnon, ‘but you have kept too many of the archaic forms.’ 

‘But it is archaic,’ protested Susie. ‘It’s twelve hundred years old.’ 



 194 

‘Yes,’ agreed Memnon patiently, ‘but its message is not – its message is still with us today. 

So you should translate it as near as you can to modern language without sacrificing the 

meaning. For example, you have kept the accusative infinitive: ‘They consider themselves to 

be right.’ Now we would say: ‘They believe they are right.’ Do you see? It means the same 

but it’s easier to understand.’ 

‘But you lose the character of the text,’ objected Susie. 

‘No, you regain it. The author wrote it in modern language,’ explained Memnon. ‘It’s 

written in very strong, direct words, and if you try to hide that behind an archaic style you are 

misrepresenting his work, I think.’ 

‘But –’  Susie hesitated, and blushed. ‘The things he says – some of them are disgusting. I 

don’t think I want to make it too direct.’ 

‘You are a gentle woman,’ said Memnon quietly, ‘and the author of the Lo Man Swee was 

a very angry male – of course you find what he says hard. But that is the trouble of translating 

– you have to put aside your own feelings and try to convey the author’s feelings. And he was 

very hurt and very angry.’ 

‘Why was he hurt?’ asked Glenda Bradley curiously. She had heard so much from Susie 

about this book, but never anything about the author as a real person. 

‘His wife had been seduced by the governor of Halleh,’ said Memnon. ‘He was a native of 

Halleh, and he worked in the governor’s office, and so did his wife – and the governor and his 

wife had an affair and he was heartbroken. He was a clever male, and he wrote this book as 

his cry of grief, and had it published and it circulated widely, because it touched a raw nerve 

in many.’ 

‘What happened to his wife?’ asked Glenda. 

‘She came back to him and they lived happily together until the war began, when they died 

in the bombardment of Halleh. It has always seemed to me just that they died in the war 

which they helped to start,’ said Memnon thoughtfully. 

‘Oh,’ said Susie, her face dropping. ‘He was killed in the war?’ 

Memnon looked at her in compassionate amusement. ‘Why, yes, little human,’ she said 

gently, ‘but it was twelve hundred years ago. He would have died one way or another.’ 

‘Yes – of course –’ Susie scrabbled in her pocket for her handkerchief, and dabbed it at her 

eyes. ‘I’m sorry – I’m being silly – don’t mind me.’ 

Glenda Bradley shook her head in disapproval of her foolish daughter, but Gray 

understood how she felt. Susie had spent so long in the company of the Lo Man Swee that she 

felt she knew the author – he was a real person, almost a friend. She had come to feel that he 

was alive … ‘His body died,’ he said softly to Susie, ‘but he still lives in his book. And as 

long as the Marys survive, his book will be read and he will be remembered and he will live, 

so to speak, in his words.’ 

His mother laughed, saying, ‘Really, duck! You’re romanticising.’ Susie gave him a quick, 

strange look, almost accusing, and said: ‘Yes. That’s what I think,’ then wiped her nose and 

said as briskly as she could, ‘So you think I should put it in more modern language?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Memnon. ‘But otherwise – you have the sense and you have understood him. 

It’s a good beginning.’ She twirled her whiskers at her. Susie, who knew this was the Mary 

equivalent of a smile, smiled back shyly, and put her sheaf of papers back in her bag. 

‘I’d better be going,’ she said. ‘It’s been lovely to meet you, Memnon.’ 

Memnon’s whiskers twirled rapidly. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘and I have been delighted to 

meet you, Suz–ee.’ 

Susie refused to allow anyone to walk her to the bus stop. She went up to kiss the sleeping 

Sophie good night, kissed her mum, shook Gray’s hand, touched noses with Memnon, and 

hurried off into the night, her bag slung over one shoulder. 
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‘I think she’s working too hard,’ said Glenda Bradley. ‘I’m sorry if she bored you, Miss 

Memnon,’ she added. 

Memnon flicked her ears. ‘I was not in the least bored,’ she replied. ‘It was an honour and 

pleasure to meet her. What she is studying is of great importance and she understands well.’ 

Gray and Memnon stayed the night. Gray’s mum gave Memnon Susie’s old room, while 

Gray had his own, but in fact Gray slipped through space to share Memnon’s bed. As he held 

her close, Gray whispered, ‘You wouldn’t have complained like the author of the Lo Man 

Swee complained, darling.’ 

‘I think he was jealous,’ said Memnon crisply. ‘I think he fancied the governor himself.’ 

Graham laughed and stroked her beautiful fur. 

 

Horlerh, former priestess of Teren, was annoyed to receive a ‘call’ from Nayhn, her 

replacement on Teren. Didn’t the woman realise that she had just had a baby, and had been 

through a very traumatic time? And why did she want to talk about that deviant dragon-lord, 

Lord Grehoan? She told Nayhn shortly that she was sure that an acolyte of the great Priestess 

of Thorion could sort Lord Greh out for herself, and that she was far too busy looking after 

her daughter to talk to her. 

‘Lord Greh will be so proud of the child,’ said Nayhn, trying somehow to make 

sympathetic contact with the aggressive young acolyte. How damaged she is! she thought. 

She throws the Flame in all directions. What a terrible place Trer must be! 

‘He isn’t going to see my daughter,’ retorted Horlerh. ‘I won’t have her corrupted by his 

evil influence,’ and Nayhn felt the Flame jerk as Horlerh cut off contact. 

She steadied herself, taking deep breaths, and willing her electro-magnetic field to 

calmness. Well, clearly there is nothing to be gained by talking to Horlerh. I’ll have to work 

out Lord Greh for myself. And I had better inform Thorion that Trer is in serious need of 

balancing. If only it were not so far away from Thorion! 

 

Ferias the Mary flicked his whiskers at the golden-haired drug runner on the other side of his 

desk. ‘Electoral representation?’ he snorted. ‘What’s that?’ 

‘The people choose their governor,’ said Gray Maisor sweetly, ‘instead of the Federal 

government.’ 

‘And? What about it?’ 

‘Instead of the government cronies getting power, the friends of the people get the power.’ 

‘Ha!’ snorted Ferias, clicking his claws on his desk. ‘Only one of them, lady.’ 

‘One governor,’ said Gray sweetly. ‘But you’d also have an elected assembly of 

representatives. And whatever you and they decide, the Federal government could not reverse 

– because it would be the will of the people.’ She sat down on the edge of the desk and smiled 

down at him. ‘Haven’t you read the classics, Ferias? Didn’t you do political theory at school?’ 

‘No,’ snorted Ferias. ‘I’ve got better things to do.’ 

‘Then I suggest you try it,’ said Gray. ‘Because if we had planetary autonomy, you could 

run this place as you liked and tell Security where to put themselves.’ 

‘I do already,’ said Ferias. 

‘I didn’t mean here-planet. I meant Federal. Haven’t you heard McCrae is cracking down? 

Heads are rolling in Sector eight. And I mean literal heads.’ 

Ferias flicked his whiskers at her. ‘I heard that,’ he said lightly. ‘It won’t happen here.’ 

‘How can you be so sure?’ 

‘I’ve got the whole set-up sewn up.’ 

‘Have you?’ 
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‘Security’s in my pocket.’ He meant the purse which Marys carried on a strap slung round 

their shoulder and waist – Memnon’s brother Ipse wore one to carry his hand-held computer 

unit. 

‘Correction,’ said Gray sweetly. ‘Norrington is in your pocket’ – Norrington being the 

head of planetary security – ‘And  the governor’s a rubber stamp. But suppose McCrae kicks 

Norrington out and replaces the governor? Because that’s what she’s doing in Sector eight.’ 

‘She can’t do it here,’ retorted Ferias. 

‘Don’t tell me what McCrae can or can’t do,’ snapped Gray. ‘I tell you she can, and she 

has. In nine point three the whole Security committee has been arrested and word has it 

they’re for the chair.’ 

Ferias flicked his tail uneasily. 

‘She says she’s destroying corruption and croneyism,’ said Gray. ‘If you don’t want to go 

the same way, Ferias, you better get moving.’ 

Ferias flicked his tail again. ‘Where are these classics?’ he asked reluctantly. 

Gray pulled a paperback out of her clutch bag and slapped it on the desk in front of him. 

‘On Freedom,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back later. Have a good read.’ Then she slipped off his desk 

and was out of the room before he could call her back. 

Ferias picked up the little book with a snort of disdain. He had always tried to avoid this 

sort of thing at school, and he had no great desire to begin now. He flicked a page open at 

random and his eye lit on a single sentence. 

‘How truly it has been written by the human Jean-Jacques Rousseau, that all creatures are 

born free but everywhere they are in chains. For we are denied the right to choose our own 

government; all is imposed on us from above.’ 

Hmm, he thought. I could go with this. And he began to read. 

 

Greh, meanwhile, flipped over into male form and went to find Simuel Manzen in a dimly-lit 

night club in sector 7.5. The Aversham’s sales representative whom Greh had first met and 

seduced at the launch of one of Aversham’s collections was always delighted to play host to 

his beautiful lover. The music was loud and the drink was cheap, and Greh quickly got Simuel 

drunk, wound his beautiful body about his victim and thoroughly enjoyed himself. He played 

with the human until the other was so utterly exhausted that he could no longer stand up. At 

last he carried Simuel home over his shoulder, laid him down on his own bed, and played 

with him some more until he also fell asleep, tired and happy. 

He always enjoyed visiting Simuel. The human was besotted with him and would do 

anything he asked. He could make love to him and draw all the energy out of the human that 

he could, and Simuel kept coming back for more. He would probably kill the him eventually 

through sheer exhaustion, but he didn’t think that Simuel would care. He had also – through 

Simuel – been trying out the locally available weed supplies, and established that Herluin 

weed was already for sale on this planet but at a high price. If he could tap into the weed 

trade, he could increase direct sales and so increase revenue for himself and Nick van der 

Ruhe, and get a grip on the local criminal rings which peddled the stuff, as he had done on 

Taratradene and elsewhere. He could then start to exert influence on-planet, well below 

McCrae’s detection level – by the time she realised that he had influence with the local 

criminals, it would be too late to stop him. And at the same time as pedding weed, he could 

sow the concept of representative assemblies. He would ask Simuel who supplied the weed in 

these parts – but he would have to wait for the morning, as Simuel was currently lost to the 

world. 

The following morning, Greh awoke with a terrible headache. Realising that he had 

overdone the weed again, he managed to stagger into Simuel’s kitchen and drink several pints 
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of water, then took a long, cool shower. By the time he came out he was feeling reconnected. 

He fetched a jug of water and a beaker from the kitchen and went to wake Simuel. 

Simuel took a lot of waking up, and Greh had to pour water over him as well as into him, 

and then carry him into the shower, dry him off and prop him up on the sofa, and feed him 

sugary foods until he recovered. Simuel was as affectionate as ever, but Greh had to admit to 

himself that he still needed Simuel and should probably slow down. 

‘Darling,’ he said, sitting down on the end of the sofa, ‘while you’re having breakfast’ 

(Simuel was munching on an ‘oat and fruit’ bar), ‘I’ve been wanting to ask you about the 

weed business hereabouts. Do you know who supplies the stuff we were smoking last night?’ 

‘No, but I can find out,’ replied Simuel. ‘Do you want to meet them?’ 

‘Yes.’ Let’s be honest about this. 

‘I’ll see what I can sort out,’ said Simuel. ‘We’ll have to be careful, of course.’ 

Greh laughed a little. ‘Do you ever wish you could make the laws?’ he asked. 

‘All the time.’ 

‘So do I. Did you hear about the governor’s advisory council on Bessideh?’ 

‘The what?’ 

‘It’s a new idea on Bessideh planet, in sector three. The people of the planet vote for 

representatives to form an advisory council. The council advises the governor on what the 

people want her to do. She can ignore them, but at least she knows what they think.’ 

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Simuel, thoughtfully. 

‘I thought so, too.’ 

‘And this is a new idea?’ 

‘It was set up within the last year.’ 

‘And does it work?’ 

‘So far.’ 

‘Brilliant.’ Simuel looked thoughtful. ‘I wonder how we could get that here,’ he said. 

‘You could talk to your boss.’ 

Simuel laughed. ‘You think she’ll listen to me?’ 

‘I’m sure she will. Please, darling?’ He looked Simuel lovingly in the eyes. ‘I’m relying on 

you.’ 

‘Anything for you, darling,’ answered Simuel, and they exchanged a lingering kiss – but 

Greh felt Sim’s aura flutter, and told himself that he mustn’t kill his lover yet. 

‘Eat your breakfast, darling,’ he murmured, ‘I wore you out last night.’ 

‘Anytime,’ murmured Simuel, but he went back to munching the ‘oat and fruit’ bar. Greh 

leant over and helped himself to one from the packet, which he had left on the floor next to 

Sim’s feet. 

‘Are you going to see Otilie today?’ asked Sim. ‘She’s been asking after you.’ 

‘Yes, I thought I’d go this morning.’ 

‘I’ll give her a call to let her know to expect you. She says she’s got some surprises to 

show you.’ 

‘I can’t wait!’ 

 

Of course he did wait – he saw Simuel off to his work at the Security centre, and then went 

into town to do some shopping, and tidied Sim’s flat. He played at being a housekeeper when 

he stayed with Sim – Sim needed a housekeeper. 

Only then did he set out to visit Otilie, who lived in a flat on the other side of town, 

overlooking the eastern park and recreation ground. She answered the doorbell with a cry of: 

‘Gray! Come in, darling,’ and shut the door quickly as soon as he was inside. He kissed her 

warmly and said, ‘Hi, Otilie – how are you?’ 
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‘Better for seeing you,’ she breathed. ‘Now – Gray – first things first – ’ and she led him 

by both hands to her bedroom. 

When they were both exhausted, he lay on his back and said, ‘How’s the business, Otilie?’ 

‘Fine,’ she said, running her hand over his bare chest. ‘Why don’t you have any hair on 

your chest, Gray?’ she asked idly. 

‘Because I’m Grade A blood, darling – we don’t. How have you been using that money I 

left you?’ 

She smiled broadly. ‘Well, I’ve had the place decorated,’ she said, and he nodded. ‘Do you 

like it?’ she asked anxiously, and he said, ‘Yes – it’s very fresh and clean – a great 

improvement, darling!’ 

‘And I’ve bought some new clothes – I’ll show you!’ She jumped up and ran to her 

wardrobe. He sat up expectantly to watch. 

For the next half hour, she paraded her new acquisitions. ‘And I’ve had my hair done,’ she 

added, and he said: ‘I noticed – it’s very becoming.’ 

She finally put on her last close-fitting, rather revealing body suit, twirled for his 

delectation, tossed back her hair and said, ‘Well? Will it do?’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, laughing. ‘How are the clients?’ 

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Sim’s been getting me good people.’ 

‘And have you got anything to tell me?’ he prompted. 

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Do you want to know how the weed is going?’ 

‘Of course!’ 

‘It’s good. They lap it up. One man wanted to know where I get it and I offered to supply 

him so he took a dozen boxes – I don’t know if he’ll come back.’ 

Greh nodded. ‘Now – that information,’ he reminded her. 

‘Let me show you my new routine,’ she pleaded. ‘I’ve been working on it!’ 

So he nodded, and she disrobed slowly and seductively. When she had finished and 

stretched herself out luxuriously, he slipped off the bed, naked as he was from their earlier 

lovemaking, put his arms about her and kissed her warmly. She melted into his embrace and 

they kissed, caressed, pressed on each other, and then he lifted her into his arms, laid her on 

the bed and made love to her again. 

When he had finished, he propped himself on his elbow and said, ‘Now, Otilie, to 

business.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Are you impressed? Will I do?’ 

‘Of course,’ he said, kissing her chest. ‘But business, Otilie. What have you found out for 

me?’ 

‘I’ve written it all down,’ she said. ‘Get up and I’ll show you.’ 

He rolled off her and she fetched a paper notepad from her chest of drawers and handed it 

to him. He flipped it open, crossed his legs under him as he sat on the bed and began to read. 

When he had finished, he said, ‘Very good, Otilie. I’ll take these now’ – and he tore the 

written pages out of the notepad, folded them, picked his trousers off the back of the chair 

where he had thrown them earlier and put the pages in the back pocket – ‘and leave you with 

this’ – handing her back the pad. ‘It’s a pity you don’t have a code to write in – make sure no 

one sees it, all right?’ 

‘Of course not,’ she replied indignantly. 

‘How are you doing for money?’ he asked. 

‘All right,’ she said, but there was a note of doubt in her voice, and he reached again for his 

trousers and handed her a wad of Federal notes. 

‘That’s five hundred. You need to keep accounts, Otilie. If this business grows you’ll need 

to know where all your money’s going. And don’t put it all in one bank account – spread it 

about.’ 



 199 

She nodded, grave now and giving him all her mental attention. She put the money away in 

a box in her chest of drawers. 

‘How are you off for weed?’ he asked. 

‘I’ll need some more,’ she said. 

‘I’ll get it to you. Call Sim if you need anything else.’  

She nodded gravely. ‘What do you think? Will I do?’ 

His face broke into a broad smile. ‘Excellently, my fair Otilie. You’re perfect.’ 

She smiled back, delighted at his praise, and he held out his arms to her.  

‘Come here,’ he said merrily, ‘and I’ll pay you again.’ 

She fell into his arms, laughing madly, and he rolled her across the bed, kissed her body all 

over, gave her cunilingus and then got into her, while she squealed and laughed and 

exclaimed, ‘Oh – Gray – you’re fantastic – oh!’ 

 

He left at last, an hour later, with kisses and embraces, and walked back to Sim’s flat in time 

to get the evening meal into the oven to cook before Sim came in. He then showered and 

changed into a brief wrap-round kimono robe, and was waiting laid on the sofa as Sim came 

into the lounge. 

‘Darling,’ he said, and stretched out an arm to his pet. 

Simuel dropped his brief case, kicked off his shoes and threw himself on to Gray and the 

sofa. They embraced hotly, Gray unfastened Sim’s clothes and pulled them off him, Sim 

pushed Gray’s kimono off his perfect frost-white shoulders and his perfect frost-white body 

and they rolled together and fell on to the floor in their passion … 

At last Sim sat up, still caressing Gray’s smooth body. ‘What have you been doing today?’ 

‘I’ve been to see Otilie.’ 

‘Are you impressed?’ 

‘Very.’ 

‘She’s good, isn’t she?’ said Sim, proud of his mistress. 

‘She’s getting into the business.’ 

‘She’s been pulling in some big fish, and they tell her everything.’ 

‘I’ve got the information. She’s lovely.’ 

Sim smiled happily. ‘She’ll go far,’ he said. ‘The big fish eat out of her hand. She seems so 

sweet and innocent, but she’s clever and right on the ball.’ 

‘She’s excellent. Thank you for introducing me, darling.’ 

‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ said Sim, blushing. 

‘You don’t mind me pimping your girl?’ 

Sim blushed pinker. ‘Well – she wasn’t really mine – she’s a pro, you know – I just got to 

know her at a club – but she was looking to expand and with your money and our contacts 

she’ll go far.’ 

‘And we’ll pick up the pieces she leaves us,’ said Gray, giggling. 

Sim bent and kissed his stomach. Gray put his hands to Sim’s head and caressed his hair. 

‘Did you find out what I asked you, darling?’ he asked. 

‘Yes. I’ll tell you later,’ said Sim softly. ‘And I spoke to the boss. She’s interested.’ 

Gray smiled and continued to caress Sim’s hair. ‘I knew I could rely on you, darling.’ 

They made love on the sofa until Sim was exhausted and Gray was starving. Then he left 

his pet to recover and went to fetch the food from the oven. They sat on the sofa side by side, 

arms about each other, and ate fish stew out of a single dish, pausing occasionally to kiss. 

When the stew was all eaten, Gray took the dish back to the kitchen, left it to soak in the sink, 

and dragged Sim off to the shower. 

They made love under the water, then dried themselves and went to the bedroom, where 

they made love until Sim fell asleep. Gray awoke him with kisses. 
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‘Are you going out this evening?’ he asked gently. 

Sim opened his eyes with a yawn. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Where are we going?’ 

‘You tell me, darling. Don’t you have someone to introduce me to?’ 

‘Oh – yes. Yes, we’d better get moving – I’ll have a shower.’ Sim yawned again. Gray 

lifted him off the bed and bore him back to the shower. 

An hour later, they were walking down the street side by side, both dressed in smart casual 

Aversham’s clothes in the latest style. They walked into the centre of town – a few streets 

away – and to a nightclub in a cellar, where Gray had not been before. Sim showed his 

membership care at the door, and led his lover to the bar. 

 ‘The supplier of that weed comes here,’ he told Gray, ‘he should be here soon.’ 

‘Meanwhile,’ said Gray, ‘I’ll have a fruit juice, please, darling.’ 

Sim bought the drinks. They stood in a corner, sipping their drinks and kissing. The music 

was sweet and low. More men came into the bar … 

Sim touched Gray’s elbow. ‘He’s here,’ he said. ‘Come on.’ 

Gray drained his drink, left the empty beaker on a table, and followed Sim to the bar, 

where a tall man, a native of the planet from his looks, leant on the bar chatting to the 

bartender. Sim approached and said, ‘Mr Everetts? Simuel Manzen. We haven’t met, but I 

work for Rais Saltzfrau.’ 

‘Ah, Rais,’ said the other. ‘Delighted to meet you, Mr Manzen. What can I do for you?’ 

‘I have a friend who’d like to meet you on a business matter,’ said Sim, and Gray stepped 

forward. Everetts opened his eyes wide at the sight of the blond-haired youth, beautiful and 

provocatively dressed. 

‘Mr Everetts,’ said Gray sweetly, ‘I understand you supply weed here-planet – Herluin’s 

finest.’ 

‘Perhaps I do,’ said Everetts. ‘Perhaps I don’t.’ 

‘Perhaps you buy via a middleman,’ said Grah. ‘Perhaps I deal direct with Herluin.’ 

‘Perhaps I value my contacts,’ said Everetts. 

‘Perhaps I could make it worth your while to put me in touch with them,’ said Gray. 

‘You don’t beat about the bush, do you?’ said Everett. 

‘I don’t have much time,’ said Gray. ‘I have to be back at base tomorrow evening.’ 

Everetts looked him up and down. ‘You’d better come upstairs,’ he said. 

Gray nodded and kissed Simuel. ‘See you soon, darling,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be all 

right.’ Sim nodded. He knew his lord and god could take care of himself. 

Everetts turned and walked away from the bar – and Gray followed him. They went 

through a door, up some stairs, down a corridor and stepped into a small room. Here Everetts 

shut the door and looked at Gray. 

‘I’ll see what you’re made of,’ he said. 

Gray smiled provocatively and began to undress, exuding passion and desire through his 

energy field as he did so. His hair began to rise and move about his head, and Everetts found 

that his mouth was watering, and his eyes were glued to the beautiful youth’s every 

movement. When Gray’s eyes turned on him and latched into his mind, Everetts fell into his 

net of desire without a murmur. 

He could not remember afterwards what happened – he thought perhaps that he lost 

consciousness. Perhaps he fainted in the beautiful youth’s arms? He felt as if he’d been 

whirled through a tornado of passion, sucked dry by a heatwave of desire, left worn out and 

empty – he came to himself lying on the threadbare bed of the room, with the beautiful youth 

sitting over him, stroking his back. He rolled on to his back and looked up at him. 

‘You’re beautiful,’ he murmured. ‘Where did that security man find you?’ 

‘I found him,’ said Gray. ‘Now I want to meet your supplier, Everetts.’ 
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Everett hesitated – did he want to let his boss see this dream of desire? Gray’s black eyes 

plumbed his mind, and Everett found himself saying, ‘All right – I’ll take you to meet him.’ 

Gray smiled in delight and kissed him – and Everett found himself falling back into that 

whirlpool of passion. It was half an hour before they went to find Everett’s supplier, but the 

wait was well worth it, Gray considered. 

 

It was a thoroughly satisfied and very contented Gray who made his way back to Sim’s flat 

the next morning, leaning on Sim’s shoulder, as Sim leaned on his. They both fell into bed 

without undressing and fell asleep where they lay. 

Gray awoke with a raging thirst – he had inhaled too much weed in that club, he told 

himself with annoyance – still feeling as if part of himself was away in the void, tearing his 

human pets apart and putting them back together again. And they let me do it! And they beg 

for more! And I’m so full of their energy I could burst – it feels great, it feels like being a god, 

they all worship me, they love me feeding off them and I love to feed … 

He remembered with something of a pang what Mike Daims had said about parasites. I’m 

not a parasite, because they love it too. We both benefit, he told himself, and tried to get up, 

and felt Sim behind him, just stirring. He rolled over and kissed his pet, and pulled him into 

his embrace. 

‘Darling,’ muttered Sim, ‘Stay with me.’ 

‘Mmm,’ murmured Gray, and kissed him hotly. 

They were still making love an hour later, when he felt a voice in his head: Aoan. ‘Greh! 

Where are you? I can’t reach you on Oh. No one knows where you are.’ 

‘Bother,’ he said, struggling to sit up. Aoan’s call always had the same effect on him – he 

wanted to run to her at once, but he must say goodbye to his pet properly. ‘Sim,’ he said to the 

human, who was reaching out for him in embrace, ‘General Aoan is calling me. I’ll have to 

go. I’m sorry – I’ll be back soon –’ he put his arms around his pet and held him close and 

kissed him. 

‘Darling,’ murmured Sim, ‘don’t go.’ 

‘I’ll have to go, darling. I can’t say “no” to Aoan. I’ll see you soon, darling. I promise. Call 

me, darling – call my name –’ then he kissed Sim again, and, in kissing, faded from Sim’s 

arms, and was gone. 

Sim found himself alone on his bed, late for work and with a terrible hangover. Gray 

always had this effect on him. His lord came and gave him heaven for a few days, and then he 

went away and the pain was terrible. But in a few days he would call him again, and Gray 

would return, his golden sex god, the lord of the galaxy, and give him heaven once more. He 

knew that Gray was wrecking his body and his career and his life, but he didn’t care. I’m 

addicted, he thought. He’s made me addicted to weed and sex and himself, and I can’t escape, 

and I don’t care. He’s worth it – every moment of it. Then he managed to haul himself upright 

and stagger off to the shower. 

 

Greh materialised in Aoan’s centre of operations on Gustu. It was in fact her former military 

headquarters, rather hastily rebuilt and occupied by herself, Anja, and a detachment of Gustu 

pirates from Mithidry and Rhuaan troops from her base on Halleh. It was classic Rhuaan 

government architecture: white exterior walls, single-storied with floor to ceiling windows, 

and trees growing all around. The interior had high ceilings and walls and ceilings were 

painted with a pattern of intertwining branches and leaves. Aoan’s office was large enough to 

use as an audience chamber, but at present she was sitting at one end of it and the rest was 

screened off behind a row of large pot plants. The floor was paved with white stone, with 

occasional piles of brightly-coloured cushions. The pot plants stood in clear sided pots, so that 

their root systems could be clearly seen (thus, Aoan always said, reminding her to water 
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them); they were of various types, but all had luxuriant green foilage with large leaves, 

churning out oxygen and sweetening the air of the room. Aoan sat on a purple-and-gold 

cushion by her computer slab, on which she had just been trying to contact Greh on Oh.  

Aoan had been based on Gustu since she made her peace treaty with the Gustu government 

and agreed to return to the planet as governor. She did not often leave the Gustu planet, still 

not fully trusting the Gustu to let her return if she left them. However, she now had a stable 

government there, and Greh and Faroan visited her every day. Usually Greh took them both, 

but Faroan could transport himself if necessary, with an effort; he found self-transportation 

through space-time much more difficult than Greh did. Aoan knew the theory – Greh and 

Faroan had explained it – and she had even done it once, with Anja, but said that it was 

exhausting and there was really no need: ‘I prefer the comfort of a space ship.’ Now Greh 

paused long enough in the void to shake off the effects of too much weed the previous 

evening and restore his aura, and materialised dressed as a Rhuaan lord in deep blue tunic and 

cloak, but Aoan noticed the sparkle in his eyes and greeted him with: ‘So, whose bed did I 

drag you out of?’ 

Greh was temporarily startled into embarrassed silence. In a second moment, he had 

brushed the shock aside, and threw himself on to her, into her arms, wrapped his arms and 

legs about her and rolled her across the floor in passion. 

Several minutes later, Aoan fought her way out of his embrace, laughing madly, rolled 

away from him and got to her feet, brushing herself down. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’m very 

happy to see you, Greh. I’m glad you came.’ 

‘I don’t see you enough,’ said Greh. ‘I need to see you for more than just an hour every 

day, darling. I need you all the time. I’m missing you very badly.’ 

She was serious for a moment, her eyes haunted. ‘And I’m missing you,’ she said, ‘but for 

now I have to put Gustu first.’ 

‘And are you winning?’ 

She nodded. ‘Yes, I think so. It’s going smoothly now. Anja is out this afternoon at a 

meeting of the Bureau of Commerce.’ (Knowing how pregnant Anja was by now, Greh 

wondered whether this was wise.) ‘We’re trying to finalise those trading agreements with the 

Imperial planets.’ 

‘There are some problems with Earth.’ 

‘Yes. Some rubbish about our trading Imperial goods. We’re putting them straight on that 

– the President is sending an ambassador to Paris.’ Paris was the base of Earth’s Federal 

President. ‘But what I wanted to talk to you about is Bessideh.’ 

‘What about it?’ Greh suddenly realised what the problem might be, and cursed himself 

mentally for not having told her before. 

‘What’s this about an advisory council?’ 

Greh got up from the floor and dusted himself down, by way of buying time. ‘Is it causing 

you problems?’ 

‘No – in fact they’re being amazingly co-operative. I gather your friend Sarah is in charge 

of it. Negotiations are twenty times quicker than they were last time Gustu tried to negotiate a 

trade deal. Has Daaneh abdicated?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh, straightening up. ‘It was Memnon’s idea.’ 

Aoan gave him a long look, and Greh saw her hair begin to rise up off her shoulders. ‘All 

right,’ she said, ‘there’s something wrong with this, when you start trying to shift the blame 

on to Memnon. What is it? Don’t keep me waiting.’ 

Greh had to smile despite himself. ‘It’s a representative assembly,’ he said. ‘All the 

peoples of Bessideh voted for a local representative – each one covering so many people in 

the population. They meet in the governor’s palace and discuss matters relating to the 

planetary government, and then they advise the governor. She can ignore them, or go along 
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with their ideas, or do what she likes. But, knowing Daaneh, she’s completely delegated trade 

and commerce to the assembly.’ He paused, then – seeing that Aoan was temporarily lost for 

words – added: ‘I’d no idea it was working so well. That’s good to hear.’ 

Aoan took a long breath. ‘And this was Memnon’s idea?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Why? I assume it wasn’t just because Daaneh is an imbecile and totally unsuited to the 

task, which we both knew already.’ 

‘No – that’s why we decided to try out Memnon’s idea on Bessideh first.’ 

‘First?’ 

‘Yes.’ Here it comes, he thought, and braced himself. 

‘Did I fight and lose a war, and wait a thousand years and return from death to have you 

give away our power?’ demanded his lover. ‘Did I sit on a dead planet for months with my 

army, separated from those I love, have I been here on Gustu, working night and day to break 

down the power of the Federation, only to have you hand it out to every idiot who happens to 

live on a planet we rule? What in the name of the Empire do you think you’re doing? Did 

Wiroan choose me, and choose you, to restore the Empire, for you to disintegrate it before we 

have hardly begun?’ 

She paused for breath, and Greh managed to say: ‘No, darling, you didn’t. And I’m not 

giving away our power.’ 

‘So what are you doing?’ 

‘I’m keeping the children happy. They revolted before because they wanted to choose for 

themselves, and we never let them choose – we never trusted them to choose for themselves. 

We never let them grow up, darling. But the Federation soon stopped allowing them to 

choose, so they were no better off. You know we don’t have the personnel to conquer the 

Federation by force – you’ve said often enough that we’re holding the six sectors on good 

will, a myth and a smokescreen. We can’t possibly conquer the Federation by force, so we 

have to persuade them. I’ve seduced them with exciting stories of bandits on the frontier and 

Aversham’s visuals and Sarah’s singing and Nick’s weed, but I need more than that to 

persuade them to welcome us in. We have to give them something they want, that they don’t 

have now.’ 

‘What about medical care and education? They’re very happy with that on Bessideh.’ 

‘Yes, but they have those already in the Federal sectors. We need something they don’t 

have – and they don’t have representative government. Memnon suggested it and Faroan and 

I agreed, and we decided to try it out on Bessideh first. It seems to work on Bessideh, so we’ll 

try it on Creh or Herluin. Aoan, are you all right – ?’ 

Aoan’s expression was of utter incredulity. ‘Faroan agreed?’ 

‘He agreed,’ said Greh, ‘provided we tried it out on our own planets first.’ 

Aoan was thinking furiously. ‘I would never have expected Faroan to give away power,’ 

she said. ‘So I assume he doesn’t expect to lose any power.’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. ‘He expects to have more power, because he expects that only loyal 

people – people who love us – will try to get elected. And they will persuade their people not 

to oppose us, and so government will be much easier and more efficient.’ 

‘Ah,’ said Aoan. ‘So he thinks it will be a two-way relationship. That’s interesting.’ She 

was silent for a moment. Greh decided to be considerate and not read her mind as she was 

thinking. 

‘Supposing that our enemies get elected?’ asked Aoan, thoughtfully. 

‘If we work hard to persuade people not to vote for them, they won’t,’ said Greh. ‘The 

Bessideh elections were very interesting in that respect. People do respond to being asked for 

their vote. We’ll have to make some regulations about candidates not being allowed to bribe 

the electorate.’ 
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‘Why?’ 

‘Some people bankrupted themselves trying to get elected.’ 

‘And did they?’ 

‘Yes, but they were in the bankruptcy court the following week.’ 

‘Ah.’ Aoan thought for a little longer. ‘Supposing our enemies get elected whatever we 

do?’ 

‘Well,’ said Greh carefully, ‘it might be that they have legitimate grievances, which we, as 

good governors, should redress; so then we should redress them. Or it might be that they are 

simply troublemakers, but if they are in a minority they can be overruled. If not, a little force 

might be required – a few arrests, or something on those lines. But I would think that these 

problems can be handled, with practice. The important thing is that government will be much 

more stable. People won’t assume that the only way to redress grievances is to revolt. They 

can seek redress through their representatives.’ 

‘I see,’ said Aoan. ‘So, is this what you’re doing with that pet of yours – the one you were 

with when I called? Trying to set out these assemblies?’ 

‘Yes, I’m trying to sow the seed of the idea. When the idea takes root, people will start to 

agitate for an assembly. When elections happen, I’ll have planted my people as candidates 

and will try to get them elected. Then I’ll have representatives in positions of power on each 

Federal planet.’ 

‘Provided they also represent the people who voted for them,’ observed Aoan, ‘otherwise I 

imagine they’ll quickly lose their positions.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And meanwhile you’re having lots of fun with your pets. But it’s affecting your aura, 

darling.’ 

‘Is it really that obvious?’ 

‘Yes, it really is.’ 

Greh tried to reach out with his mind into his own electro-magnetic field, and realised that 

he didn’t know how to do it. ‘How is it obvious?’ 

‘Bluntly, it’s a sort of greenish-yellow colour rather than a healthy deep blue.’ 

‘Ah.’ 

‘You haven’t been seeing enough of Faroan,’ observed Aoan. 

‘I haven’t been seeing enough of you!’ 

‘Well, you’re here now. What are you waiting for?’ 

Greh took the hint and threw his aura, his arms and his whole self about her, and pulled her 

into the void … 

As they whirled together in the utter disintegration of love and self-giving, and he felt 

Aoan all around and about him and knew himself to be altogether around and about her, and 

felt the complete ecstacy of her love and being utterly known and utterly accepted, he realised 

that the Priestess was completely wrong. Aoan was his partner, as Faroan was; he did not 

need another partner. He did not need Aimee Neasden, or Mike Daims, or any of his human 

pets – he had his partners for eternity, among the Sacred People. 

That was, provided that they would continue in existence, as he would – that they would 

not grow old and die. As for himself, he felt himself growing young with every minute, but 

did they feel the same? 

‘Only when I’m with you, darling,’ came Aoan’s thought. 

‘So do I make you young?’ 

‘You renew me, as I renew you. We need to be together, darling – and with Faroan. How is 

he? Have you seen him today? I still don’t think I dare leave Gustu for any length of time – 

although things are stable here now, I don’t trust them to stay stable if I go away.’ 

‘I’ll bring him over. But I wish you would come to us.’  
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‘Soon,’ mused Aoan. ‘Now that I’m sure everything is stable here.’ 

‘If we can be together, darling – if you can learn how to step through space, and how to re-

create yourself constantly, rather than growing old – then we can be together forever, and we 

can rebuild the Empire and continue to build it, and govern it in peace and justice –’ 

‘With your assemblies to irritate us.’ He felt Aoan’s laughter ripple through him. 

‘I hope they won’t irritate.’ 

‘If they are like the Gustu council meetings, they will. I think that Anja should be free in a 

moment, darling. Come back and see her now.’ 

He agreed at once, and they materialised again in Aoan’s office, kissing each other warmly 

for a few moments – and then Greh realised that Anja was coming, and turned to face the 

door as she entered. A fragile little figure with a great round stomach stopped short on the 

threshold when she saw him, then cried: ‘Lord!’ and leapt into his arms. 

‘Anja,’ he murmured, and held her very tight. ‘darling.’ 

‘Errehn said you’ve been seeing some human woman on Teren,’ said Anja reproachfully in 

his ear. 

‘I’m so lonely without you, darling,’ he said contritely. 

‘It’s all right,’ said Anja, kissing him hotly. ‘You don’t need to see her any more. Our baby 

will be born this week; you must stay and see her born.’ 

Behind Greh, Aoan smiled broadly. She was prepared to put up with Greh having human 

pets, but she thought he had too many. As for the Priestess telling him that he should make 

one of them his permanent partner…! Truly, this current Priestess had no idea what she was 

doing. 

 

End of Part One 
 


