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Part Two: Rose McCrae 

 

1: Susie Bradley 

 

Susie Bradley sat on the number 73 bus, gliding smoothly up Stevenson Road into New 

Parks, Leicester. Her shoulder-strap briefcase was on her lap, her coat neatly folded across it. 

She was on her way to her mother’s house for tea; a once-a-month ritual carried out dutifully 

since she had left for the local university six years ago. She was now a qualified teacher, 

working at a primary school at Wyggeston on the other side of Leicester and living in her own 

flat in nearby Oldby; but every month she travelled home, the second Monday of every 

month, for tea. 

She was a little apprehensive this afternoon, for her mother had called early that evening to 

say that her brother would be there. ‘He’s staying a couple of nights, duck; he’s got two of his 

friends with him.’ ‘OK, Mum,’ she had said, ‘that’s OK,’ but her heart had sunk. She loved 

her brother, loved him dearly, but he was so changed since he had gone away, and she 

disliked his friends. 

She remembered the first time she had seen him after he vanished into space, to Kimball’s 

Kiss to see their sick uncle. It had been over a year later, and she had come home to find him 

in the kitchen helping their mother make tea, while one of his friends weeded the back garden. 

She had halted in the doorway, speechless with shock – this could not be Graham, her tatty, 

loveable brother; this sleek, self-assured beautiful creature could not be Graham! But it was 

Graham – and, worse, it was also the interstellar pirate, the terrorist she had heard rumours of 

between her studies at university. She could not understand how he had changed so much. He 

was no longer gentle, easy to talk to – he was heartless, hard and distant. 

And his friends! They were weird (‘weirdo’, her friends had called them, when a friend 

accompanied her home for tea), usually men, once a lady Gustu (an odd, pixie-like creature), 

once a tall, furry creature who she realised in shock was one of the Marys whose literature she 

had read so avidly and loved so much; once a middle-aged woman with gentle eyes, greying 

hair and a taste for real leaf tea. But most of them were men, and all had an odd way of 

looking at her brother, a kind of hungry, devouring look, a sort of worship, a sort of love. It 

made her feel so uneasy. They were all polite and well-mannered, quietly spoken, not rough 

or arrogant like her brother-in-law, kindly and considerate, anxious to help; but they were all 

weird. Once, when Graham and one of his friends were working in the garden, she had seen 

them kiss. It made her feel revolted … she ran away … 

Her mother kept saying she wished Graham would get married – Graham had once told her 

that he wanted to marry the middle-aged woman who liked leaf tea, but she wouldn’t have 

him. Her mother was a little shocked: ‘She’s nearly as old as me, duck,’ she had said, but 

Graham said sadly, ‘I know, Mum, but I’m wild about her.’ 

‘But she doesn’t like you, duck,’ said their mother. 

‘No, Mum, she does – but she says she won’t marry me.’ 

‘Why not, duck?’ 

‘She says we have to lead our own lives too much – it wouldn’t be fair on either of us.’ 

Susie couldn’t understand this – if they were in love, surely nothing else mattered? In any 

case, she hadn’t seen that woman for ages. 

She had only the vaguest idea of what her brother was doing. She knew that there was a 

war on in space, and her brother was a rebel leader, but it was all far away on the far side of 

sector six, involving planets whose names she did not know. She knew Earth’s government 
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was refusing to deal with the rebels and that Graham was supplying his friend Mick with 

goods from Gustu to beat the sanctions, and Mick was ‘well in the money’ as the major off-

planet import-exporter. There were other smaller people Graham dealt with too – she had 

heard him say something about a country in Africa, Volyn and Siberia – but Mick was the 

biggest. He no longer lived in New Parks – he had moved into the city of Leicester, into one 

of the beautiful big houses in Stoughton Road area. (Note to readers: ‘Stoughton’ in 

Leicestershire is pronounced to rhyme with ‘coat ’un’.) 

Why was Mick so rich when Graham’s family was so poor? Why couldn’t Graham make 

his family rich, too? 

The bus was approaching her stop. She rose and walked to the front of the bus, coat over 

one arm, briefcase in the other hand. The bus glided to a halt, and she alighted. 

She walked across the road – there was little traffic – and down past well-kept privet 

hedges to her mother’s house, in through the freshly-painted gate, up a path edged with 

flowers, across a neatly cut lawn, and round the back of the house to the freshly-painted back 

door, where she knocked and went in. 

In the kitchen, her mother was cooking on her new low-energy electric cooker, which was 

powered by solar-charged batteries, a heat-sink under the house and a wind vane on one end 

of the roof. 

‘Hi, duck,’ she greeted Susie. ‘Had a good day?’ 

‘Yes, fine,’ said Susie, and went to kiss her mother on the cheek. 

‘Graham is in the lounge with his friends. Sophie is entertaining them.’ 

‘Thanks, Mum. I’ll go through,’ said Susie. She went to hang out her coat under the stairs, 

left her briefcase with her coat, and went into the lounge. Her little niece, all of five years old, 

was sitting on her Uncle Graham’s knee, reading to him out of her favourite book. 

‘And the Big Bad Wolf said, “I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down!” 

‘So he huffed and he puffed but the house didn’t fall down because it was made of bricks.’ 

Then she looked up and said, ‘Hi, Auntie Susie.’ 

‘Hi, Sophie,’ said Susie, smiling. She was very pretty when she smiled – her rounded face 

and curly blonde hair made her appear younger than her twenty-three years. Graham lifted 

Sophie off his knee gently and went to kiss her welcome. 

‘Hi, Susie,’ he said gravely. ‘How are you?’ 

She smiled dutifully at him, and he felt his heart sink: Susie, like their Uncle Jon, had 

never accepted him since his transformation.‘I’m OK,’ she said. ‘How long are you staying?’ 

‘A few days. I have business to do.’ 

‘Who have you brought with you this time?’ 

She missed the wince which Greh shared with Carl and Ray. ‘This is Carl Poulson and Ray 

Lewis,’ he said. ‘You remember? I brought them with me the first time I saw you after I went 

away.’ 

‘Of course,’ said Susie, unconvincingly. They each rose to shake her hand – she would not 

meet their eye. 

‘Uncle Graham brought me a new doll,’ Sophie told Susie, gravely. ‘Look.’ She produced 

from beside the chair a lovely doll with black hair and a silky blue dress. Susie, taken by 

surprise, said, ‘Oh, that’s lovely!’ and had bent down to look at it before she remembered that 

she disapproved of Graham’s presents. Sophie was obviously delighted with it, so she 

consoled herself with the thought that she was pleasing Sophie. 

‘I didn’t know what you’d like, Susie,’ said Graham, ‘so I brought you a dress.’ 

‘You shouldn’t have,’ said Susie, not looking up from the doll. ‘I don’t need one.’ 

‘I’ve brought Mum one, too,’ Graham went on, ‘and Julie.’ 

‘Julie doesn’t wear dresses.’ 
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‘She might sometime. This is a special fabric – you might have seen it in the shops. It sells 

for four figures, so I thought you might like one – if you ever need a special dress.’ 

Susie looked round at him, startled at the idea of a dress worth something in four figures, 

and saw him throw a package in her direction – she managed to catch it, and got to her feet to 

open it. The dress uncurled and tumbled out of the package into her arms, a mass of fluid 

silkiness, opaque yet filmy, flowing and sensuous, and she cried out: ‘Isn’t it pretty!’ and 

then, catching herself, ‘but I never wear things like that.’ 

‘Why not?’ he demanded, and she said, ‘Oh, I’m not that sort.’ 

She felt him looking at her very hard, and deliberately shut herself against him and looked 

again at the dress, trying to keep him out. She could feel his hurt and his annoyance at her, 

and tried to resist it, but – he was just the same as ever, she couldn’t hold out on him, she’d 

have to say it. She looked him in the eye. ‘In teaching we have to be very careful. Reputation 

is everything. If anyone saw me out in a dress like that I’d lose my job.’ 

He was clearly shocked, but also saw that she was telling the truth, at least so far as she 

knew it. ‘Then you need a different post,’ he said, quietly, ‘that’s ridiculous.’ 

She shrugged. ‘I can understand the parents’ point of view.’ 

‘Can you? They’re being petty tyrants.’ 

‘I’d like a dress like that,’ said Sophie. ‘Mummy won’t buy me pretty dresses.’ 

‘Your mummy has no money,’ said Susie. 

‘That’s because your daddy spends it all on guns,’ retorted Graham. ‘I’ll bring you a dress 

when I next come, Sophie. Promise.’ 

She smiled, and, putting down her doll, gave him a big hug. ‘Thank you, Uncle Graham.’ 

‘My pleasure,’ he said, laughing, and Susie felt an odd pang. 

 

Over tea, Glenda Bradley chatted about local news, and then said, ‘So what have you been up 

to, Graham?’ 

‘I’ve been on Gustu with Carl, sorting out our next shipment to Earth,’ said Graham. ‘But 

Ray’s been here-planet. He’s been to Volyn with Karan, to see some of Karan’s family and 

take some stuff to one of my contacts for me.’ 

‘Did you have a good time, duck?’ Glenda asked Ray. 

‘Not exactly,’ said Ray, pulling a face. 

‘What?’ Gray put down his knife and fork and looked Ray in the face. ‘You didn’t say 

anything.’ 

Ray shrugged. ‘I haven’t really had time. I had to drop Karan off at the Browns’ house and 

then run over here, and then we were talking to Sophie.’ 

Gray nodded. ‘OK. So what happened?’ Carl was also listening with intent interest. Glenda 

Bradley was puzzled; Susie was anxious, thinking that Ray must have been arrested for illegal 

trading. 

She was not far wrong. ‘Karan and I went to his aunt’s house and said Hi,’ said Ray, ‘and 

then I took your box round to the Diners – that’s the restaurant which Gray’s contact runs – 

but as I was coming out, a group of toughs grabbed my arms and dragged me off.’ 

‘Flame! Ray, you should have called me!’ 

Ray shrugged again, embarrassed. ‘I didn’t think of it.’ 

‘So what happened?’ asked Carl. 

‘They took me down the road to an official-looking building and dragged me inside and 

took me to a cell and told me I was being arrested as an enemy of the state. Then they took 

my identity card and shoved it in a machine on the desk’ (Ray had omitted to explain the 

desk, but the others did not interrupt him) ‘and told me they were cancelling it.’ 

‘They can’t,’ said Carl, smiling broadly. Federal government-issue ID cards could not be 

re-programmed. 
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‘It set off an alarm. So they were banging the top of the machine and trying to shut it up, 

and in the end they pulled the card out and threw it on the floor, and then they pushed me into 

the cell and locked the door.’ 

‘What happened to your card?’ 

‘It stayed on the floor. Then they all stormed out. But about half an hour later one of them 

came back with two very smartly dressed officials, looking like EU people, and let me out. He 

was all apologies and told me there’d been a mistake. So I asked for my card back, and he had 

to pick it up from the floor and polish it and give it back to me.’ 

‘And they just let you walk out?’ 

‘The two EU people went out with me. They came back with me to Karan’s aunt’s place 

and said that they’d been detailed to come and retrieve me – that’s what they called it, 

retrieval – by the Federal Security Office, and they regretted what had happened and those 

responsible would be dealt with. And they suggested that Karan and I should leave Volyn 

now because of security issues. So we had to say goodbye to his aunt and get on the first 

‘plane out. They sent us to Paris, and we were met off the ‘plane and had to go and talk to 

their security there, and one of them let slip that it was McCrae who’d ordered my rescue.’ 

‘McCrae!’ exclaimed Gray. ‘What’s she up to now?’ 

‘You know she always knows where we are,’ said Carl, ‘because she can track our cards.’ 

‘But what’s she doing in Volyn? She told me she wasn’t going to be involved!’ 

‘I guess,’ said Ray, ‘that my arrest gave her the excuse to get involved. She told her people 

to wait for the goons in Volyn to arrest me, and then break me out and arrest the goons.’ 

‘Flame,’ said Gray. ‘I don’t think I like this. She’s using us as government agents again.’ 

‘Again?’ said Susie, involuntarily. 

‘She’s done this before,’ said Gray. ‘She knows where Ray and Carl are because they still 

use their old government ID.’ 

Susie thought of asking, ‘Why?’ but instead said, ‘I thought you were illegal?’ 

‘Only sometimes,’ said Carl, grinning. 

‘Apparently we’re back in favour,’ said Ray. 

‘No, she’s using us as a tool,’ said Gray. ‘I don’t like it, but your ID cards are so 

convenient I’d prefer not to have to dump them. We’ll just have to be on our guard.’ 

Susie remained silent, bewildered, but her mum said: ‘Do you want cake for afters?’ and 

Sophie cried: ‘Yes, please!’ so the conversation was ended. 

 

When Graham and his friends came to see his mum, they shared a room – the room that Susie 

and Julie used to share, until David came and moved in with Julie. Now that David and Julie 

had their own flat, the room was empty except for two beds, the wardrobe and dressing table, 

a carpet and curtains, and a put-you-up sofa-bed which Graham had bought so that when he 

brought his friends they could all sleep in one room. 

This evening they lay awake chatting for a long time, talking over events in Volyn and 

what in the nine sectors McCrae could be up to. Carl said: ‘I agree with Ray. She’s using us 

as an excuse to intervene at last.’ 

‘So she’s sending in EU troops? I’ll have to ask Mike tomorrow.’ 

‘I’d say it’s very likely,’ said Ray. 

‘So she’s making it clear she supports our trading enterprise?’ 

‘Let’s face it,’ said Carl, ‘she does. She’s just sat back and let us get on with it these last 

five years. She’s let us buy parts from Intech – she must have found out pretty quick that we 

were doing that, but she hasn’t stopped it.’ 

‘We’d only have made our own copies if she had,’ said Gray. 

‘Yes, but she didn’t. She let Intech take the orders, and then let Federal companies buy the 

trading vessels. Junias and her Mary friends are making a nice little packet selling luxury 
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yachts to the Federal rich kids. She lets our ships carry all the Federation’s freight and 

passenger traffic, either under Federal ownership or owned by our people – she doesn’t seem 

to care, provided they’re licensed and pay all the proper port fees. She’s let us go to all the 

expense of rebuilding the transport infrastructure on Cray and Bessiday and Herluin and 

Gustu. She’s let us rebuild all the inter-space communication links and now everyone in the 

Federal sectors is talking to everyone else on their magic new mini-callers, thanks to our 

work. And here on Earth we’ve been importing valuable basics and encouraging commerce 

and getting the copper mines of Siberia going again – she’s let us do all that. She’s let us sell 

heru cloth anywhere we can sell it. She can’t synthesise it in the Federal sectors, so she lets us 

produce it and the Federation would buy our whole stock if we’d let them.’ 

‘We don’t let them,’ said Gray. 

‘But they are our major customer. She’s let us set up new medical networks all over the 

Imperial sectors and I’ve heard they’re now setting up new medical centres for the Marys on 

Fairly and on several other Federal planets, which are based on the Herluin Mary medical 

centre. I think she’s just letting us do all the work and she’s going to reap the profits.’ 

‘Reap the profits? She doesn’t have any power out here.’ 

‘She does on Earth. Paris still listens to her, and so the EU does too. And the rest of the 

planet doesn’t matter that much provided she can get Paris to jump to her orders when she 

needs something done urgently. Otherwise, she’s happy for us to do it.’ 

Gray swore. ‘She’s treating us as an arm of government.’ 

‘Exactly. She’s happy for us to do all the work, and when she’s ready, she’ll just take it all 

over.’ 

‘Will she? How?’ 

‘She only needs to take you out,’ said Ray. 

‘Take me out? What about Aoan and Faroan?’ 

‘She doesn’t really know about them. And, Gray, you’re the one who does all the work.’ 

Gray frowned. ‘Aoan and Faroan do an enormous amount of work – the Empire wouldn’t 

operate without them.’ 

‘Yes, but you’re the figurehead.’ 

‘So we have to be on our guard,’ said Gray. ‘But – honestly – I don’t see why she should 

decide to take us out at the moment. So I guess we can go on as we are. We just have to be 

careful. And I’ll keep testing the energies of space to make sure there are no McCrae shaped 

vibrations coming this way.’ 

Carl laughed. Ray said, ‘What I don’t like is the ambiguity. On the one hand, we’re 

supposed to be illegal. On the other, she moves double-quick to protect us when we’re in 

trouble. I think she’s using us as bait to flush out troublemakers. But it puts us in a very 

difficult position. If it comes to a fight, our own people may think we’re traitors.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray. ‘Yes, there is that.’ He turned and kissed Ray’s cheek. ‘I think we’d 

better get some sleep,’ he said. ‘We’ll need to have all our wits about us tomorrow.’ 

 

Sophie, who had been picked up from her gran’s house by her mum at eight o’clock in the 

evening, lay in her own cold damp bed in the unheated flat – for, as Gray said, her father 

spent all his spare income on guns – hugging her new doll and singing to herself the song that 

she and her schoolfriends sang in the playground. ‘I’ll see him tomorrow,’ she chanted at the 

end, ‘tomorrow I’ll see him, tomorrow, tomorrow!’ 

Her mother always dropped her off at her gran’s at eight o’clock in the morning, on her 

way to work. ‘Tomorrow’ Sophie was there at the usual time, and joined her uncle and his 

friends and her gran at the breakfast table – having had her own breakfast at home, she had 

only a cup of hot milk. 

‘Uncle Graham,’ she said carefully, ‘do you know what we sing about you at school?’ 
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‘No,’ said her uncle, surprised. ‘What do you sing?’ 

‘I’ll show you,’ she said, putting down her milk and rising in dignified fashion to stand by 

the sink, facing the table. ‘We clap like this.’ She clapped her hands together, then held them 

upright before her, miming clapping them to another pair of hands, ‘and we sing:’ and she 

sang in a high, sweet voice: 

Graham, Graham Bradley, 

Rules the whole wide galaxy; 

Here he comes and here he goes, 

Graham, Graham Bradley. 

Hey, hey, he’s gone away, 

Said he could not stay, 

When will you come back again, 

Graham, Graham Bradley? 

 

Graham, Graham Bradley, 

Oh, I love you madly; 

Won’t you, won’t you love me too, 

Graham, Graham Bradley? 

Hey, hey, he’s gone away, 

Said he could not stay, 

When will you come back again, 

Graham, Graham Bradley? 

The listeners at the table applauded. She gave a little bow, and sat down again. 

‘Lovely,’ said Carl. 

‘I’ve heard them sing that in the playground of Alderman Newton’s across the way,’ said 

Mrs Bradley. 

‘My friend Elma says she’s going to marry you when she grows up,’ announced Sophie. 

‘But she isn’t.’ 

‘Why not?’ asked Graham, amused. 

‘Because I am,’ said Sophie firmly. 

Graham blushed a little blue. Ray said: ‘Polygamy! Is it legal on Earth?’ 

‘Are you married already, duck?’ Glenda Bradley asked her son. 

‘No-o,’ said Graham, ‘not officially. What Ray means is –’ he wondered rapidly which of 

his long-term partners would be acceptable to his mother. He could hardly name Anja, a 

Gustu woman, even though she and he had a child, little Lysa, a few months younger than 

Sophie; he couldn’t name Memnon, as his mother knew she was a Mary; his mother would 

have no comprehension of Faroan and Aoan. He went for safety. ‘I’ve promised to marry 

Aimee, when she gets round to agreeing to it.’ 

‘She was the middle-aged lady?’ 

‘She was the laughing lady with the soft brown hair, Mum,’ said Graham sharply. 

‘Sorry, duck,’ said Glenda quickly. Help! It must be love, she thought. 

‘You can’t marry her,’ said Sophie. ‘You’re going to marry me.’ 

‘Susie left that pot plant behind last night,’ said Glenda Bradley suddenly. ‘I gave it to her 

for her windowsill.’ She gestured at her kitchen windowsill, where a small pink-flowered 

geranium stood in a pot. 

‘We’re going over that side of town,’ said Graham. ‘I’ll take it over.’ 

‘Do you have her address, duck?’ 

‘No, but you can give it to me.’ 
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‘Can I come?’ asked Sophie, but her gran said firmly, ‘No, duck, you have to go to school,’ 

and although Sophie sulked, she refused to change her mind. 

After they had finished breakfast, Graham gave Sophie a kiss and a cuddle and he and his 

friends said goodbye and set off for Mick’s house on Stoughton Road, carrying Susie’s pot 

plant with them. 

Their business at Mick’s took all morning and part of the afternoon – there were business 

plans to work out, sales figures to be examined, shipping schedules to calculate, loadings and 

prices and forecasts to be discussed, accounts to be gone over and discussed. Ray filled Mick 

in on his experiences in Volyn, and Mick swore heartily – he had no further information about 

EU forces going into Volyn, ‘But it doesn’t surprise me. I’ll have to contact my agents there 

and find out what’s going on.’ 

‘There shouldn’t be any problem with our operations there for the moment,’ said Gray, 

‘but keep your ear to the ground. I never know what MacCrae’s going to do next.’ 

Gray, Ray and Carl left Mick’s place at around four pm. Gray sent Ray and Carl into town 

to see a few people, with a promise to join them later. 

He then walked up the hill from Stoughton Road into Oldby, and through the ‘village’ – 

actually a small town centre – to the side road down which Susie’s flat was to be found. By 

the door to the flats he found a rank of bell pushes, one labelled ‘S. Bradley’. He pushed it. 

After few minutes, a voice spoke from the grille next to the bell push. ‘Who is it?’ 

‘Graham.’ 

‘Oh,’ said the voice sharply. ‘What do you want?’ 

‘I’ve brought that plant Mum gave you.’ 

‘Oh,’ said the voice again. ‘OK, you’d better come in.’ Graham heard a buzz and pulled on 

the door. It opened, and he stepped inside. 

Inside was a dark, carpeted corridor. He waited for a few moments, then a lift door opened 

and Susie said, from inside the lift: ‘You’d better come up, then.’ 

He joined her in the lift, and handed her the plant. 

‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘I forgot it last night.’ 

‘Never mind,’ he said, ‘I wanted to see your flat.’ 

‘Why?’ she asked, as the lift stopped and both stepped out on to the upper landing. Susie 

walked across to a door and unlocked it – Graham followed. 

‘I wanted to see where you live. I’ve never seen it before.’ 

She sighed. ‘I suppose you’d better come in.’ 

He came in and looked around him. There was a small lounge, neatly furnished. One door 

led into a kitchen, another presumably to bathroom and bedroom. 

‘Very pleasant,’ he said. 

‘Thank you,’ she said coldly, putting the plant down on the table. Graham heaved a sigh. 

‘Susie,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been before. I’m sorry I never even saw you after I 

went away for more than a year, and when you saw me again I wasn’t alone –’ 

‘No.’ 

‘And we’ve never had a chance to speak together and talk about things, and I’ve never 

asked you about your course – I mean, asked you in detail – or told you what happened on 

Kimball’s Kiss.’ 

‘Uncle Jon told me,’ said Susie. 

‘I know,’ said Graham. ‘I mean – what really happened.’ 

‘I don’t want to know,’ answered Susie. 

Then, as she turned away impatiently, something seemed to change in her brother. He said, 

‘Susie, look at me,’ and she found she had to look at him. He said, ‘Susie, why do you hate 

me so much?’ and she saw him change and grow taller and brighter and his skin seemed to 

grow white and his hair long and bright gold – his eyes were like pools of black fire, his lips 
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were very red, his whole appearance was overwhelmingly alien. She gasped and stepped 

backwards. 

‘Susie,’ said the alien, ‘I was your brother. I have been through death and returned to 

restore the Empire. Please help me.’ 

‘You’re a demon!’ she cried, ‘a demon pretending to be my brother! What have you done 

with Graham? You’ve killed him!’ 

‘No,’ he said, and he suddenly sounded tired and his glory faded, ‘I’m no demon. I am 

Lord Grehoan, the golden one of dragon’s blood, but also your brother. Susie, can’t we be 

friends? You are of dragon’s blood too – you’re also one of the Great Ones, you can help me 

restore the Empire.’ 

‘No. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard of this Empire of yours.’ 

‘You remember at school – the teachers told us about the Old Ones and their Empire. 

You’ve seen it in the journals and on the visual. I’m trying to free Earth from the tyranny of 

the Federation – give us self-determination again, give us medical services and proper 

education and transport links and commerce – give us decent supplies and give everyone on 

Earth something to live for.’ 

‘No. You’re a liar. You’re not working for freedom at all. You’re a bandit and you kill 

people and you sell drugs and you’re in league with the President.’ 

Gray hesitated. So did Susie want freedom? Or did she support the Federation? ‘That’s all 

lies,’ he said. ‘I don’t kill people unless they try to kill me first. Sometimes I capture people 

but I sell them back to their planet. I only sell drugs to people who want to buy them and I use 

the money to set up hospitals and schools on the planets in sectors two to six – where the 

Federation gave us hardly any hospitals and schools. I’m not in league with the President, but 

she keeps trying to trick me and use me for her own ends. She’s very clever and sly – so far 

I’ve managed to keep one jump ahead of her, but I need your help, Susie, yours and the help 

of everyone on Earth.’ 

She scowled at him. ‘I heard what your friend said yesterday.’ 

‘It was a trick. They tricked him and used him to have an excuse to invade Volyn.’ 

‘Where’s Volyn? I don’t even know where it is!’ 

‘It’s between Poland and the Ukraine. Listen, Susie, I need your help. We were always 

such good friends – please, trust me. Be my friend. I need your help.’ 

‘I don’t believe you. I’ve seen what they say on the visual. I read the journals. Julie says 

you’re a murderer.’ 

‘Julie! Julie’s always believed the worst possible about me.’ 

‘She’s right. She knows you’re a traitor and a murderer.’ 

Gray looked at her, her face contorted with hatred and anger, and he felt his energy field 

shrink beneath her onslaught. Just as he had told Mike and Aimee on Teren, he had difficulty 

coping with hatred. It was no good – nothing he could say would help him. When Susie had 

made up her mind, it was made – she was nothing if not stubborn. ‘Forgive me,’ he said, 

letting his glory fade until he was just her normal, scruffy brother again. ‘I’ve failed you as a 

brother – I won’t fail you as an emperor. Goodbye, sister,’ and he began to disappear, before 

her very eyes. 

As he did so, there came back to Susie like a blow the memory of the day he had left her to 

go to Kimball’s Kiss. A terrible grief struck at her, and she screamed: ‘NO! Graham, Graham, 

don’t leave me again!’ and reached out and grabbed him with both hands. In his agony of 

disintegration, Gray heard her, and stopped himself, and reached out to her, and held her close 

– and as his hair tumbled about her head, and she smelt his skin and felt his arms about her, 

Susie realised that this was her brother, it was really Graham, home safely after all. She burst 

into tears, and held him tightly, sobbing as if her heart would break. 

‘Tell me what happened,’ she said at last, when she found her voice again. 
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He pulled her towards her two-seat sofa and sat them both down on it, and told her, briefly, 

how he had met Lord Aoan on Kimball’s Kiss and how she had taken his body, and then 

taken him to Thorion and he had got his body back, and how he had taken on his present task: 

to restore the Empire and give all its inhabitants a life worth living, fair government and 

everything they needed: health, food, clothing, housing, safety from crime and war.  

‘So you believe God has chosen you for this,’ she said soberly. 

‘Yes. I’ve seen God’s angels’ (he meant Wiroan and his brothers and sisters) ‘and I’ve 

experienced the new powers I’ve been given, and felt myself change and grow younger every 

day rather than growing older. And I know that one day I will be emperor – not soon, but one 

day, emperor of the Galaxy and not just of the nine sectors. I will achieve what the old 

emperors were called to, but never achieved.’ 

‘Are you happy?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Why not? If God has called you?’ 

‘It’s terribly lonely, to be ever-young and immortal, and terribly lonely to be the only one. 

I have friends and companions, but there is only one me.’ 

‘Poor Graham.’ 

‘Susie, you can help me.’ 

‘No,’ she said at once. 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Just thinking about it terrifies me. I can’t do it. I’m not called to it, Graham. I’m just a 

primary school teacher. I just don’t have it in me.’ 

‘But –’ he looked into her eyes, deep into her mind, and realised that she was right. She 

had not been reborn as he had, and she couldn’t change as he had changed. Her mind was too 

set, too rigid. He shook his head. ‘I see,’ he said. 

She smiled at him. ‘Don’t worry, Graham. If you are doing God’s will, God will keep you 

safe.’ 

‘Pray for me, sis,’ he said, and she said, ‘I always do.’ 

 

‘Your sister is bad for you,’ said Carl when Greh rejoined him and Ray later. ‘I don’t think 

you should visit her again.’ 

‘Definitely not,’ agreed Ray. 

‘We’ll go to Herluin tomorrow,’ said Greh. ‘Nick can cheer us all up.’ 

‘We’ll cheer him up with that order for fifty million light bulbs,’ said Carl. 

Nick, however, much as Mick’s order cheered him, was more interested in Carl and Ray’s 

anecdote about Sophie Walker. 

‘The kid’s five? And she’s going to marry you?’ he demanded. 

‘It’s true love,’ said Carl, grinning broadly. He regarded the subject as a joke to be milked 

to its utmost. 

‘You’re married already,’ retorted Nick to Greh, ‘to every bandit in the galaxy.’ 

Greh smiled, blushing blue. Ray said, ‘More than just bandits. Scientists, archaeologists, 

security officers –’ 

‘– fashion magnates, entertainers, tourists, every human in the Federation aged fifteen to 

twenty,’ continued Carl. 

‘Your pirates and young Memnon,’ added Ray. 

‘And General Aoan and the Emperor,’ concluded Carl. 

‘That’s a pretty extensive list,’ said Ray. 

‘Still,’ said Nick, fixing Greh with a baleful eye under his mirrored sunglasses, ‘all these – 

chicks and cocks – are all equal, aren’t they? I mean, we all share you. And if we want you, 

we just call you.’ 
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Not really, thought Greh: Faroan and Aoan are my partners. And Anja is Lysa’s mother 

and she sent me to Kimball’s Kiss – but he decided not to argue the point. Let Nick flatter 

himself for the moment. ‘What about it?’ he asked. 

‘This young woman wants sole rights. She wants to be the only one. I don’t like it,’ said 

Nick firmly. 

‘Flame, Nick, she’s only five!’ exclaimed Greh, laughing. 

‘I know. But she’s your niece – if she’s anything like you, she’ll get what she wants even if 

she has to wait for it.’ 

Greh laughed long and loud, and Carl joined him, but Nick and Ray did not laugh. 
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2. Goldie Walker 

 

A few days later, Greh was back in sector seven point five. Shrugging off his lovers’ jealousy, 

he was determined to enjoy himself with his pets, and advance the Empire in the process. He 

visited Sim and Otilie. Then he went to find Everetts. For Everetts he made himself slightly 

shorter than the six-foot-odd he usually was with humans, and slightly more fragile in 

appearance – slimmer, more feminine, not actually feminine, as Everetts preferred males, but 

nearly so. This special persona was designed to entice the human to fall willingly into his 

arms. 

He entered the basement club which Everetts frequented and pushed his way through the 

crowds to the bar where his contact was leaning, sipping his drink. Greh came up beside him 

and put a hand on his hip. Everetts turned, saw him, nodded grimly, downed his drink, took 

Greh’s hand and led him back through the crowd, through a doorway, up a flight of stairs, 

through another door, down a corridor and into a small room with a threadbare bed in one 

corner and a washbasin in the other corner – no other furniture. He shut and bolted the door 

behind them, then turned to Greh and without further ado enfolded him in an enormous 

embrace. 

Greh yielded gladly to Everetts’s embraces, drawing the human into waves of love and 

passion that left the latter gasping like a drowning man. At last Everetts drew off for breath. 

‘Goldie,’ he said huskily, ‘my Goldie.’ 

Greh smiled tenderly at him and ran a single finger down his lover’s nose. ‘Bligh,’ he said. 

‘How are things?’ asked Bligh Everetts, kissing him again. 

‘Fine,’ said Greh sweetly. ‘I’ve got your consignment.’ 

‘Good.’ Everetts kissed him again. 

‘And how’s business?’ asked Greh. 

‘All going well.’ 

‘Tell me about it later.’ Greh stroked Everetts’s face and kissed his lips, and Everett’s 

world dissolved into a haze of light and joy. ‘Goldie,’ he murmured, ‘my sweet Goldie,’ and 

Greh smiled to himself, but in affection for his pet as well as triumph. 

Everetts knew that his lover’s name was ‘Gray’ but from early in their relationship he had 

renamed the lovely golden-haired go-between ‘Goldie’. He knew Goldie as the agent for the 

drugs barons of the Imperial sectors. He also knew that he worked for a criminal-cum-

freedom fighter group which was trying to undermine Federal authority by encouraging and 

supporting a campaign for more autonomy for planets, coupled with representative 

government. He suspected that the freedom fighters were actually the Imperials, but he asked 

no questions. Goldie supplied good quality weed at knock-down prices, on which Everetts 

and his outfit were rapidly growing rich; and he offered money and advice for the ‘freedom’ 

campaign for an elected assembly and an elected governor. This, backed by both business and 

individuals, was now so powerful that it looked as if the governor would have to concede at 

least an elected advisory assembly before the end of the year. Many of those who expected to 

be elected were Goldie’s people – Everetts himself had hopes. In any case, some of Goldie’s 

people should get elected. 

But Everetts was also in love with Goldie, and Goldie seemed to adore him. The youth was 

indescribably beautiful and denied Everetts nothing. When he was with Everetts it was as if 

he were Everetts’s alone. He knew that Goldie slept with other people. He had seen him with 

Sim Manzen. The word was that he was Otilie Braunson’s pimp; and he had seen him with 

other men and with other well-known prostitutes. But when Goldie was with him, it seemed 

to be something special – something no one else could experience or share … 
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So he had come to regard Goldie as being in some sense his own, and in token of this he 

had given him a nickname that no one else used. And the lovely creature had accepted the 

name and called himself by it when he called up Everetts on the caller: ‘Hi, Bligh, it’s Goldie 

here.’ Everetts felt proud that his lover had accepted this token of something special between 

them. 

‘My precious Goldie,’ said Everetts now, kissing his lover tenderly, and Goldie sighed 

deeply in satisfaction. 

‘I hear you’ve been seeing Thorksted Berriman,’ said Goldie after a while, as his pet still 

kissed him. Everetts jumped. How did Goldie know? They had been so discreet … 

‘Yes.’ 

‘What are you doing with him?’ 

‘I thought he could help us with the elections.’ 

‘Or help you with the elections,’ retorted Goldie, giggling. He put his arms about 

Everetts’s body . ‘Don’t you know you’re transparent to me? I know you want to be in this 

assembly when it happens.’ 

‘Yes. Of course I do. I’ve done so much towards it.’ 

‘As long as we don’t make our election-rigging too obvious, darling. We don’t want to 

discredit ourselves before we start, do we? And Security aren’t as stupid as they look. We 

have to be squeaky-clean, otherwise the whole thing will collapse before we’ve started.’ 

‘I’ll be very careful,’ retorted Everetts. 

‘You’d better be, darling,’ murmured Goldie. ‘Otherwise I’ll have to make you.’ 

Everetts kissed him quickly, and Goldie relaxed into his embrace. Everetts made a good 

pet, and he was very content with him as far as that went. But his political ambition was a 

nuisance. The man was too impatient – he could ruin everything. Now that the governor of 

sector 7.5 was about to concede an elected advisory assembly, they mustn’t discredit the 

whole concept of representation. Rose McCrae would be only too delighted to seize on and 

exploit to the fullest any fault in the pro-representation camp. 

Greh was very pleased with the success of Memnon’s idea of representative assemblies. 

From its first small beginnings, the campaign for representation had grown in nearly five 

years to be active throughout the federal sectors. It claimed no connection with the Imperials 

– that was deliberate. Its only claim was that it wanted to implement the Marys’ call for 

reform which the Federation had promised over a millennium previously but had never 

delivered. Where opposition to the Imperials was particularly strong, the campaigners claimed 

that the only way to prevent the Empire from taking over was to introduce representation, for 

representation is the enemy of tyranny. 

The campaign was partly financed by Greh’s own drug-running and other criminal 

activities. He had built up networks of influence among both criminals and Security. He used 

a variety of identities: Graham Bradley, Gray Maisor, Hyunnah the golden whore, and Goldie 

the sweet male prostitute-cum-go-between. He rather enjoyed changing his identity to suit his 

clientele. 

On one planet in sector nine he had taken the ‘Goldie’ identity he had invented for 

Everetts, walked into an all-male club and offered his services as an entertainer. The manager, 

a Mr Coran, made him ‘show off his routine’ – ‘Goldie’ demonstrated that he could dance and 

strip, and then – called to the couch where the manager sat – he demonstrated his skills of 

seduction. Coran was hooked and ‘Goldie’ was hired. There was just one problem – he 

needed to give a surname, and with a twist of ironic humour, he gave the surname of the man 

who had made his life on Earth so hellish that he, Gray, had eagerly accepted Yip Essen’s 

invitation to go to Kimball’s Kiss – and so had met his destiny. I owe you one, David Walker, 

he thought, and so ‘Goldie Walker’ he became. 
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Goldie Walker: slender, sweet, golden-haired and pale-skinned, with big black eyes and 

very red lips; he was almost female, but had male genitalia. It was a skilful mixing of his male 

and female personas, of Gray and Hyunnah. Greh was rather proud of his new identity, and 

enjoyed working on it. He knew nothing of sex clubs, but had quickly learned the routine. He 

entertained the clients in the stage show: each evening he danced, he stripped, he danced 

again; and then he came off the stage and showered, dressed as provocatively as he could and 

went into the bar area meet that evenings’ victims. For although Coran and the clients 

believed that he was working for them, in fact they were working for him. They gave him 

access to the business and industry of the planet and enabled him to spread word of the 

‘representation campaign’ and build up a strong network of support for it. 

He quickly acquired his ‘regulars’, rich lonely businessmen who wanted a lovely youthful 

companion who would cosset and flatter them and make them feel good in bed. They were 

like his first human pet Julius Aversham, but mostly smaller fish, although some of them were 

very influential on-planet. Some of them also wanted to see him during the day – for lunch, 

for a walk in the park or a session in the gymnasium. Greh, who had always hated sports at 

school and even now enjoyed only swimming, although as a Rhuaan he was naturally a good 

runner and jumper, declined the gym but took up the other offers. His ‘friends’ also bought 

him clothes, and introduced him to their business contacts. 

So it was that, reclining on the sofa in the lounge of one of his richer clients one sunny 

winter’s afternoon, in the arms of said client, and in a state of semi-undress, he murmured 

sweetly in the other’s ear: ‘Bob, can you really afford to spend so much time with me?’ 

‘Of course I can,’ retorted the other, kissing him hotly and damply. 

‘Goldie’ crooned pleasure at the kiss and pressed closer to his client’s warm, hairy body. 

‘You’re giving me so much of your time,’ he murmured. 

‘I have managers. What do I pay them for?’ retorted Bob. 

The caller rang out. Bob uttered an obscenity, put Goldie down, got up and picked up the 

caller handset. 

‘Meurs,’ he said gruffly. Goldie felt her/himself quiver with desire. Bob Meurs had such a 

deep, masculine voice … He could hear not only Bob’s words but also the speaker on the 

caller. It was his secretary, asking for clarification on the dispatch of certain goods, as the 

export tariffs had just been increased, a decision made by the planetary governor for no 

apparent reason. 

Bob told her to send the goods by the cheapest possible rate, told her to tell the export 

manager to use her own brains in future, and replaced the caller in its stand. 

‘Ruddy despotism we live under,’ he snorted, referring to the hike in export tariffs. 

‘Bob,’ said Goldie softly. 

His pet looked grimly at him, then smiled. ‘Yes, darling?’ he said, putting out one of his 

large, square hands and caressing the delicate youth’s lovely face. 

‘Why should a man as rich and powerful as you live under a despotism?’ asked Goldie, 

returning his smile. 

‘That’s all there is, pet,’ said Bob, sitting down next to Goldie again and kissing him. 

‘But, darling,’ murmured Goldie, as Bob drew back for breath, ‘you could change it – you 

have money and influence – you could run this planet – you and the controllers of business 

here-planet.’ 

He looked coaxingly into Bob’s eyes. Bob drew away a little and stared at him. 

‘What are you saying?’ he asked. 

‘Why, darling, are you afraid?’ teased Goldie. 

‘Are you suggesting revolution?’ 
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‘No, darling – nothing of the sort. But I get around and I know elsewhere the leaders of 

business are demanding a voice in government – it’s called ReC – the Representation 

Campaign – haven’t you heard of it?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Bob, slowly, ‘yes, I have.’ He looked thoughtfully at Goldie. ‘But isn’t this 

risky? I’ll have Security down on me.’ 

‘But I won’t, darling. You can use me as your go-between. I’ve been listening to you and 

my other clients and it seems to me that this is what you should do – but it’s up to you – sleep 

on it.’ He laughed a little and smiled brilliantly at Bob Meurs, as if in adoration. 

‘I’ll do that,’ said Bob, drawing Goldie to himself. ‘But we’ve got business here first,’ and 

Goldie giggled submission. 

Later that afternoon Bob returned to the subject, and asked Goldie to ‘sound out your 

clients. There may be something in this for me,’ and Goldie, snuggling up to him fondly, 

promised that he would. 

Bob ran him back to the club that evening in good time for the show. He dropped Goldie 

off from his vehicle at the stage door, and they parted with fond kisses. ‘I’ll see you later, 

darling,’ whispered Goldie, and then slipped in through the door and vanished from sight; and 

Bob drove his vehicle slowly home, still thinking about his beautiful young lover and his half-

idle suggestion. 

‘I get around,’ he had said. ‘I know elsewhere.’ 

Bob vowed to look into this and find out exactly what was happening off-planet. Back at 

home, he showered, ate a meal and spent an hour on the computer looking up recent Federal 

News reports. He found so much on the Representation Campaign that he wondered how he 

had missed it before. By the time he drove back to the club to watch Goldie’s show, he was 

anxious to ask him more. 

Goldie was totally luscious on stage, as ever. He wore shimmering deep blue, a loose, 

long-sleeved tunic belted at the waist and half off his shoulders, loose baggy trousers, and calf 

boots. He danced with such elegance and poise that he must be a trained dancer. The music 

was low and sweet and lovely. The lights were low – the only light on the main floor was on 

Goldie, dancing on the stage. Then, when he had danced for several minutes, he began to 

disrobe – slowly, elegantly, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. At last he was 

dancing naked, a dream of white skin and golden hair, sweet, fragile, vulnerable, complete 

desire and total desirability. Every eye in the club was on him – no one spoke; they hardly 

even moved. The music came to a gentle ending, like a lover’s sigh, and he bowed to the 

audience, as if in submission – and the light went out. When the lights came on again seconds 

later, he had gone. 

The applause was rapturous, but Goldie never took curtain calls. He was already back stage 

showering and getting ready for his clients. He rubbed sweet-scented oil into his hair and 

skin, combed out his hair, and dressed in translucent blue baggy overshirt, long-sleeved and 

tight at the wrists, half off one shoulder; with tight-fitting translucent trousers in the same 

shade, and ankle boots. He looked beautiful. 

The other lads crowded round him – there were five working regularly in the stage show; 

others served at table, but the best were on stage. The four who had been at the club before 

Goldie arrived had at first been suspicious of him, for his feminine looks and fragile 

loveliness – too good to be true – but Goldie had been so pleasant, so friendly towards them, 

encouraging and accepting, that they were now all in love with him. He also valued their 

friendship – they were sweet lads and were useful to him – he had persuaded them all to tell 

their clients about the Representation Campaign. It was easy to get a little distracted before he 

went out to look for his clients. When he got back into the bar area, his waiting clients 

surrounded him at once, kissed him, put their arms about him, and told him his act had been 

‘like a dream.’ He was offered a drink – he accepted a fruit juice, which he drank gratefully, 
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while his ears were kissed and his buttocks and shoulders caressed. Voices spoke around him: 

‘You’re an angel, Goldie.’ ‘You’re so beautiful tonight.’ ‘Don’t be too long, Goldie.’ And 

then a familiar voice, one of his regulars: ‘I’m your first. Are you ready?’ 

He drained his drink, put the empty glass on the bar top, smiled at his accoster and said: 

‘Of course, Rudie,’ holding out his hand to him. Rudie took it, bent over it and kissed it – 

some of the others watching cheered. Goldie felt his face blush blue – his smile grew more 

tender. Rudie led him away, hand in hand. 

For humans this job was hard work, but for a Rhuaan it all just came naturally. Goldie 

spent twenty minutes having fun with his pet, and then laid back on the bed while his pet 

poured out his passion for the sweet golden whore in words, and promised him presents and 

favours and everything he wanted in the Federation. Goldie laughed tenderly and caressed his 

face and said, ‘Rudie, you’re so sweet! You’re so kind to me.’ 

‘I’d do much more,’ said Rudie hotly, ‘if you’d let me.’ 

Goldie sighed deeply. These humans were such sweet pets. ‘Sweet Rudie,’ he said. ‘Tell 

me, darling, how’s your business?’ 

Rudie snorted. ‘These big hikes in the export tariffs are killing me,’ he said. ‘Otherwise it’s 

fine.’ 

‘Why don’t you join the campaign for more voice in government?’ asked Goldie. ‘The 

Representation Campaign?’ 

‘Tell me more,’ said Rudie, suddenly interested. He knew that Goldie got about – he had 

many influential clients – this could be important.  

Goldie told him more – a short description of democracy, as the Marys had demanded it, 

and a quick resumé of the ReC to date. Rudie nodded vigorously as he spoke, and when he’d 

finished, he said: ‘Count me in. Whom do I talk to?’ 

‘Bob Meurs,’ said Goldie. ‘I’ll introduce you later, darling.’ 

Then the bell rang for the end of their time together, and Goldie said regretfully, ‘Two 

minutes, Rudie,’ and his lover kissed him hotly and then got up and dressed, and Goldie 

helped him dress, dressed himself and led him downstairs. They exchanged a single kiss in 

the bar and then Goldie led his next client upstairs. 

He had a very pleasant evening. His clients all adored him, never forced him; they fawned 

over him and cossetted him. He had a dozen offers of permanent engagement – which he 

refused – promises of undying devotion, and presents pressed on him – money, clothes, 

jewellery – which he tried to refuse, but it is hard to refuse an ardent admirer who is almost in 

tears at the thought of the symbol of his love being rejected. And so he smiled sweetly and 

accepted their gifts with words of affection and gratitude, and let them make much of his 

body, and made much of theirs in return. And whenever he could, he told them about the 

Representation Campaign, dangling the bait, and most of them took it. 

At last, around 1am, he was downstairs in the bar, kissing his latest client with passion, 

when Bob Meurs came up and said, ‘Are you free, Goldie?’ 

Goldie detached himself gently from his lover and said, ‘This gentleman and I are just 

finishing off, darling.’ 

The ‘gentleman’ drew away, took Goldie’s hand and kissed it and said, ‘I’ll see you 

tomorrow, Goldie.’ 

Goldie smiled tenderly and said, ‘Tomorrow, then, Queru.’ 

Bob Meurs showed his booking docket to Goldie and said, ‘Come upstairs – where it’s 

quieter.’ 

They walked up hand-in-hand. Once in the room, Goldie said, ‘Shall I undress, or is this 

business?’ 

‘It’s business,’ said Bob, ‘but you can start by undressing.’ 
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Goldie stripped, slowly and luxuriously. Bob sat on the bed and watched him, then said 

‘Come here,’ gruffly, and Goldie ran to his arms and sat on his lap. Bob put one arm about his 

lover, and they exchanged a tender, lingering kiss. 

‘I’ve been looking into this campaign you mentioned,’ he said when they drew apart for 

breath, ‘and I’ve been chatting to some of your other friends.’ 

‘Yes?’ breathed Goldie, setting his lips to Bob’s cheek, his jaw, his throat … 

‘We’re interested,’ said Bob. ‘But we need off-planet contacts. Do you know anyone?’ 

‘Yes, darling,’ whispered Goldie. ‘I’ll put you in touch first thing tomorrow. Now, will you 

love me? I’ve waited for you all evening.’ 

Bob felt his libido rise at the sound of the lovely youth’s husky voice. He lifted him gently, 

laid him on the bed, and began to pull off his own clothes. 

*   *   * 

‘Do you really have to have sex with every human in the Federation?’ demanded Errehn. 

‘No,’ said Greh, ‘only my pets. Now, will you come to bed, darling? I’ve been thinking 

about you since the moment I went away.’ 

‘I’m not sure I should,’ said Errehn, scowling at him. ‘I might catch something.’ 

‘Our diseases aren’t transferable between species,’ retorted Greh. ‘Anyway, they’re only 

pets.’ 

‘Sometimes I think we’re all only pets to you,’ said Errehn. 

Greh frowned at him. ‘Are you comparing yourself to a human?’ Because if so I think you 

need to spend some time on Thorion – letting the Priestess’s acolytes balance your energies.’ 

Errehn scowled, then laughed. ‘All right. A holiday would be nice. But you spend too 

much time away, Greh. I think you’re getting too mixed up with these pets of yours. They see 

more of you than we do – I mean me, and Ray and Carl, and Memnon, and the Emperor.’ 

Greh winced. ‘I come back every day,’ he said. ‘Even when I’m on a mission somewhere, I 

come back and see you. And I spend as much time with Faroan as I do with my pets. Truly, 

darling.’ 

Errehn could see from the colour of Greh’s electro-magnetic field that he had struck a raw 

nerve. ‘But you do spend too much time with them,’ he insisted. ‘You know you do.’ 

‘But I have to, darling. I need to build up their trust in me. I’m weaving webs and building 

nets as surely as the Priestess and her acolytes do, but on a much bigger scale. I’m weaving 

Bob Meurs and Rudi and Queru and the rest into a great web of love for me and for the 

Empire, and their energy makes me stronger and strengthens our cause. And while they help 

me, the Empire grows and the Federation shrinks.’ 

‘We all need you,’ said Errehn. ‘Not only your pets.’ 

‘I know, darling. Listen, I’m here now – let’s just love each other and enjoy it.’ 

‘I wish the war was over,’ said Errehn. ‘I wish it was just you and me and no one else.’ 

But even as he said it, he felt Greh’s electro-magnetic field move, and he knew that it 

could never be. He was only a lesser Rhuaan, and Greh was the Emperor’s spouse and the 

lover of General Aoan. He felt a great stab of pain and loss go through him like a knife, and 

then Greh grabbed him and kissed him and said, ‘OK, darling! Let’s pretend you’re my pet. 

You’re my pet and I’m going to get a child on you. Now fight me off!’ and he pushed Errehn 

on to his back and threw himself on top. 

Errehn fought back, giggling and struggling, and the battle went on until they were 

exhausted. Then: ‘I wish you could,’ he said. 

‘Could?’ 

‘Get a child on me.’ 

‘When the war’s over,’ said Greh. ‘Then we can think about children. Just now we never 

know what’s going to happen from one day to the next.’ 
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Errehn lay on his back, a smile on his lips. ‘When the war’s over! Then I’ll hope every day 

that it’ll be over soon.’ 

Greh lay over him, running his fingers through his hair. ‘I have to go and pick up Carl and 

Ray from Herluin tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Do you want to come with me? You can see the new 

ships.’ 

‘Which new ships?’ 

‘The ones Ray and Junias have designed to sell to Federation rich kids. Some designers 

came over from sector nine to help redesign the outer shell to make them look more 

fashionable.’ 

Errehn began to laugh. ‘These children! Never satisfied with something that just works. 

They have to make it look pretty too.’ 

‘Yes, but they’ll pay a lot of money for them. So Junias has been making them with yellow 

hulls and green hulls and rainbow-coloured hulls.’ 

‘OK,’ said Errehn. ‘I’ll come. This I must see. By the way,’ he added, ‘there was 

something I wanted to ask you.’ 

‘Hmmm?’ 

‘What was that Carl was saying about your niece Sophie? Something she said.’ 

‘Oh, yes – she said she’s going to marry me when she grows up.’ 

‘Ray seemed pretty upset about it.’ 

‘Yes, he is. He and Nick seem to think she means it.’ 

‘Doesn’t she?’ 

‘Yes, but she’s only five. She’ll grow out of it.’ 

‘Will she? She does see a lot of you. You go there every week.’ 

‘Yes, but she doesn’t know what a husband is. She just thinks it’s a special sort of friend. 

She’ll grow out of it.’ 

I wonder, thought Errehn. He had met Sophie Walker a few times and she seemed a pretty 

determined little girl. If she wanted to marry her uncle, she would manage it somehow. 

‘Stop fretting, darling,’ said Greh. ‘She can’t marry anyone until she’s sixteen.’ 

‘And you can’t marry,’ said Errehn. ‘You’re married to the Emperor.’ But even as he said 

it, he thought: if Greh and I can have a permanent relationship and have children, then Greh 

can do the same with his niece. Dragons always marry dragons, and as Greh is a dragon then 

his niece must be one too. And he felt bitterly jealous of Sophie Walker. 

 

Rose McCrae was in her office. It was very late – Leel had gone home to bed, and Rose knew 

that she must go to her own home soon or she would fall asleep at her desk. 

She was again going through the lists of Security personnel. Five years ago she had done 

this, and realised that Bradley had infiltrated Security. Now she was going through the lists, 

marking every one whom she knew had been corrupted by Bradley, and every one she 

suspected had indeed been corrupted. It made a depressing list. 

There were those he seduced. There were those he drew into his drugs racket. There were 

those he got into the hands of his female prostitutes – she knew he had a network of these 

across the Federation – the biggest pimp in the galaxy, she thought disgustedly. There were 

those he bribed. And, one way or another, he had got so many of her people eating out of his 

hand that she could no longer claim to run Security – he ran it. 

Not that he therefore ran the Federation. The governors, the tax officials, the government 

officers, were all under Leel’s control. The governors were all Leel’s chosen people, and 

nearly all were Gustu, and therefore much more difficult for Bradley to crack. The humans 

and Marys worshipped him, but the Gustu feared him – they knew he had come to restore 

their slavery as under the old Empire. 

Except – except – 
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Those representative assemblies, which had puzzled her so much when Bradley first 

started peddling the concept, had turned out to be astonishingly successful. It had been a risk, 

a great risk, but Bradley had been prepared to take that risk, and it had worked. On Bessiday, 

Herluin and Cray there was now more stable government, more contented citizens. On 

Herluin, where the governor had been a violent criminal, there were now hospitals and 

schools for all citizens and good transport links were being built across the planet. On 

Bessiday, where there had been no governor for years – and the one whom the Imperials had 

put in was apparently a day-dreaming mystic – there was now efficient administration, legal 

taxes were being levied and public services were being supplied. Again, there were hospitals, 

schools, and cross-planet transport systems. On Cray it was the same – well, she could only 

be glad that he had taken those planets off the Federation’s hands. But in any case, all these 

reforms had been well-publicised by Bradley’s own publicity merchants, and by the Federal 

journals, and even by her own people. She herself had allowed a team of design engineers to 

travel to Herluin to talk to the Mary spaceship designers and produce new designs of space 

vessels for private use and commercial freight transport, and they had come back burbling 

with delight about all the exciting developments on Herluin, and saying that what Trer needed 

was a proper publicly-funded railway network. 

But the downside to all these improvements from Rose’s point of view was that the 

Federation population now connected ‘lifestyle improvement’ with ‘government reform’, and 

there was a general clamour for representation. There were active pro-representation 

movements on a thousand planets, and a hundred governors were on the point of making 

concessions. Rose had threatened, Leel issued prohibitions – they had warned about the 

danger of listening to Imperial propaganda. They had pointed out that they already had stable 

government, and hospitals, and schools, and law and order in the high sectors, and there was 

no need for representative assemblies: it was just a trick by the Old Ones to get control. But 

Bradley had such a hold over Security and had fed the campaigners so much cash – from his 

drug-running, Rose knew – that the governors could no longer resist the demands; they had to 

give in, or face rioting in the streets. 

Rose sighed heavily. The bandit was unstoppable. He had, as he had explained to her, 

plenty of time. He need only take over the centres of power by stealth – he could take decades 

to do so, if need be. But she and Leel had only limited time; Leel’s Gustu-based government 

would only hold together as long as she lived. Already there was widespread discontent at 

high taxation and ‘croneyism’ in central government, stirred up by Bradley, which would 

soon result in demands for reform at the highest level. She and Leel must move to forestall 

them – but she could not see how best to act, without appearing to surrender. 

Rose looked at the wall. There must be a way of fighting him. He was clever, he was 

beautiful, he charmed everyone. But he was arrogant, amoral and he aimed unashamably at 

restoring the old Empire under which the peoples of the nine sectors had laboured in slavery 

for thousands of years. He must be stopped at all costs – but how, when he bewitched all 

minds? 

She could not even command her own scientists. He had stolen Ray Lewis – she knew 

where Ray was (currently Herluin) and she could track him and even use him, but she 

couldn’t command him. He had bewitched Andrewes, forestalled her attempts to infiltrate the 

archaeologists’ camp on Teren … Vairstown had met her overtures of peace favourably and 

peace had been restored, but they refused to do anything to help her campaign against 

Bradley. 

There must be something which could be used against him. His home planet, Earth, had 

not caved in to the Imperials, but Earth had a very complex government system. No one 

controlled the whole of Earth, not even the Federal governor. There were so many different 

social systems, cultures and languages, that no one person could control them all. Bradley 
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controlled a good deal of commerce and trade, but even here he needed the support of her 

Security forces to defend his trading representatives. 

It would be worth keeping a closer eye on his people on Earth, she thought. If we can keep 

him tied up on Earth, then he can’t keep advancing in the Federal sectors. Let’s see what I can 

find there. She reached for her caller, to call the governor’s office in Paris; it would be around 

noon there now. One more throw, one more shot, then she would go to bed and sleep, at last 

… 

 

‘Graham Bradley?’ replied the government minister for Security. ‘Ah, yes, he has family in 

Leicester, doesn’t he? Two sisters and his mother’ (Rose could hear her fingers tap a 

computer screen) ‘a niece – and various friends – we know about the Interstellar Trading 

Group, that’s all above board – he seems to see a lot of his mother and niece at the moment, 

Professor. We can keep an eye on that for you – we’ve been keeping a general eye but there 

might be something going on there. We can step up surveillance …’ 
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3. The Problem with Sophie 

 

‘Oh, Graham,’ said Mrs Bradley the moment Graham came in through the door, ‘could you 

go and fetch Sophie from school? Julie asked me to pick her up today and now I’m right in 

the middle of this washing.’ 

‘Of course, Mum,’ said Graham cheerfully. He was used to taking charge of Sophie. He 

kissed his mother and hurried out of the house again, down the road to the primary school. It 

was only ten minutes’ walk, but he did not want to be late. He arrived just as the bell rang for 

the end of the day, and after a short pause the children began to flood out. 

Graham stood slightly to one side and waited. He had come alone this afternoon – Errehn 

was with him on this visit to Earth, but he was at Mick’s and Graham would fetch him later. 

He did not expect to be recognised, for who would expect to see an interstellar terrorist 

waiting outside a primary school to pick up his niece after school? 

‘Uncle Graham!’ 

He turned and his face broke into a broad smile as he saw his niece running towards him. 

He ran to meet her, lifting her off her feet and sweeping her up into his arms. 

‘Hi, Sophie!’ 

‘Uncle Graham,’ she cried, ‘Mummy said you couldn’t come today, but here you are. I’m 

so happy!’ 

He put her down and said, ‘Let’s race home,’ and they ran hand in hand up Pindar Road to 

Sophie’s Gran’s house. They burst in through the back door, Sophie crying: ‘I’ve won! Hello, 

Granny!’ 

Her grandmother dried her wet hands and kissed her. Graham took her into the sitting 

room, and came back to make drinks for them both. 

‘I’ll look after her, Mum,’ he said, ‘you get on.’ 

‘Are you sure, duck?’ 

‘Of course!’ – and he took two beakers of orange drink back into the sitting room. 

Sophie sat on the sofa in her school uniform – grey skirt, white blouse and blue jersey – 

chattering merrily about the day’s events. Graham handed her a drink, and sat on the floor at 

her feet and listened to her, sipping his own drink at intervals. Sophie chattered of people he 

did not know and had never met, and he listened happily, glad to relax in her undemanding 

company. At last she said, ‘Shall I read my reading book?’ 

‘Yes, please,’ he said, smiling up at her. 

She drained her beaker and handed it to him. He put it on the coffee table with his own, 

and sat next to her on the sofa while she got her reading book out of her bag. Then she 

snuggled up to him – he put a warm arm about her – and she began to read.  

‘Once upon a time there was a pretty girl called Cinderella. She lived in a house with her 

stepmother and her two sisters. They were all very unkind to Cinderella.’ 

Graham listened to her voice rise and fall as she read, and dreamed his own version of the 

story – or versions; the enduring attraction of the old tale was that it could be all things to all 

people … 

‘Then she heard a voice saying, “Don’t cry, Cinderella, you shall go to the ball!”’ 

But when she gets there, he wondered, will it be what she hoped for? 

‘You must be back by midnight, or your clothes will turn into rags.’ 

…And the prince will search until he finds the girl whose foot fits the slipper, for it is hers, 

and only her foot will fit it. But will Sophie’s foot fit? Or will she also fail the test? He has no 

choice, he has to be prince. But does she really want to be a princess? 

‘And they all lived happily ever after,’ announced Sophie, closing the book. 

‘I hope so,’ he said softly. 
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‘Of course they did! Will you play a game with me now?’ 

‘Of course. What do you want to play?’ 

‘Hide and seek.’ She leapt out of his arms, crying: ‘Count to a hundred in fives and don’t 

peep.’ 

And then she was gone, racing upstairs to hide, and he began to count aloud … ‘Coming! 

Ready or not!’ 

He got up and set off upstairs.  

He found her, as usual, hiding in his own bed. 

 

Julie finally arrived at seven o’clock to collect her daughter. She frowned at Graham and 

Sophie playing Snakes and Ladders while Glenda Bradley read a women’s magazine. 

‘Hi Mum,’ she trilled as she walked in – ‘Oh, it’s you, Graham.’ 

‘Hi,’ said Graham, looking up and smiling at her charmingly. 

Julie scowled. Like her husband David, she had no doubt that this charming, handsome, 

tall, golden-haired creature was her younger brother, mysteriously transformed (and about 

time, she had told herself drily) into something ressembling a human being, but he was also 

an interstellar terrorist, kidnapper, drug runner and mass murderer, seducer of men and 

women and sanctions-buster. She also knew that her daughter adored him. Julie, who had 

never intended to be a mother, simply could not cope with having her daughter in her sole 

care for more than a few hours a day – the very idea made her panic – so she could not bear 

the propect of not leaving Sophie with her mother several days a week, but the problem was 

that this invariably meant that her brother got his evil hands on her daughter. When Sophie 

was a baby she hadn’t thought this mattered, but as soon as Sophie could talk she began to 

change her mind. Now that Sophie’s every other sentence seemed to be about her uncle – and 

especially since she had recently announced her intention of marrying him one day – Julie 

was becoming increasingly anxious. 

David laughed it off: ‘It doesn’t mean anything. She’ll soon get tired of him.’ But Julie 

wasn’t so sure. Now, as she watched Sophie and Graham playing Snakes and Ladders 

together, heads close together over the board, giggling together and smiling at each other, she 

felt a cold knot of fear at the bottom of her stomach. She had heard enough through David’s 

police information service about how Graham dealt with people who got in his way – he 

seduced them, and they vanished into his service. Was he using his familiar methods on her 

innocent daughter? 

‘Hi, Mum!’ cried Sophie. ‘I’m winning!’ 

Julie watched as her brother threw a five and went down a snake, while her daughter 

uncannily threw the exact number she needed to go up a ladder. 

Graham’s hair drifted in the breeze. Julie noted this and wondered where the breeze was. 

Graham threw a one. Sophie threw a four and squealed: ‘I’ve won!’ 

‘Well done, duck,’ said Graham, and gave her a hug. 

Julie said quickly, ‘Home time, Sophie. Get your coat. Thank you for looking after her, 

Mum – Graham –’ she shot her brother a sharp look. Graham smiled and began to pack up the 

board. Sophie ran about collecting her things, which were scattered about the room, and 

chattering to her mother about school and Uncle Graham and her friends and Uncle Graham 

… 

‘Well,’ said Julie, ‘we’ll be getting back. See you tomorrow, Mum. Kiss your Gran good-

night, Sophie.’ Sophie did so, and then kissed her uncle more lingeringly. He ran his fingers 

through her hair and said gently, ‘Sleep well, Sophie.’ 

‘Come on,’ cried Julie, seized her daughter’s arm and dragged her out before she could 

protest. Graham heard her voice rise the moment they were out of the back door: ‘You’ll have 

to stop seeing your uncle. He’s a bad influence.’ 
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‘Why? Don’t say that!’ 

‘He’s a bad man!’ 

‘He’s not! I love him!’ 

Mrs Bradley looked at her son and saw an anxious look on his face. 

‘I wonder, duck,’ she said, ‘if you’re seeing too much of Sophie for her own good.’ 

‘I know,’ said Graham. ‘But I’m very fond of her, and it does give you a break, Mum.’ 

‘I’m fond of her too, duck,’ said Glenda Bradley, ‘but her mum’s not happy. I’m not sure 

what to do for the best.’ 

‘No,’ said Graham heavily, sat down on the sofa, tucked his legs under him and picked up 

the journal. It would soon be time to go and pick up Errehn, and he wanted to calm down first. 

 

Errehn, however, noticed that he was agitated. ‘Your family’s bad for you,’ he said. ‘You’re 

always like this when you’ve seen them. Who is it now?’ 

‘Julie,’ said Greh. ‘She doesn’t like my friendship with Sophie.’ 

‘Friendship!’ spluttered Errehen. ‘You see more of her than her mum does. I’m not 

surprised she doesn’t like it.’ 

‘What am I supposed to do? Sophie’s here every day. Am I supposed to keep away from 

Mum until Sophie’s grown up?’ 

‘I bet your sisters’d both be happy if you kept away.’ 

Greh thought furiously about Susie, so rigid in her self-righteousness; he knew it was her 

defensive wall against the world, but it made her almost impossible to communicate with. 

Julie was at least open about her feelings, but he knew that whatever he did was always wrong 

so far as his big sister was concerned. 

‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘She’s my mum, after all. And Sophie’s my niece.’ 

‘But your sister will have seen our Aversham pictures in the Earth journals and on the 

visual – I bet the Earth government use them as anti-Imperial propaganda. And she’ll get all 

the government propaganda against you, with her husband working for Security.’ 

‘Police,’ Greh corrected him. 

‘Same thing. I bet she’s sure you’re going to abuse Sophie, if you haven’t already. And I 

bet Sophie’s told her she’s going to marry you.’ 

‘Yes,’ admitted Greh. Sophie would never keep that quiet – she had told him several times 

that evening. 

‘Can’t you keep away during the day, darling? After all, Sophie isn’t usually there in the 

evenings. We can go and see Mick during the day, and you can see your Mum in the 

evenings.’ 

‘Mum likes me to look after Sophie for her,’ said Greh stubbornly. ‘It gives her a break.’ 

‘And you’re just the dutiful son. It’s not as if you’ve got an empire to run or anything, or 

people who are trusting you not to feed the Feds a propaganda coup on a plate.’ 

Greh winced. That had gone home. 

‘Leave her alone, darling,’ urged Errehn. ‘Keep your distance. Just see her once a month or 

just on her birthday or something. You could always find someone else to help your Mum 

look after her. Don’t you have any nice girls in Leicester?’ 

‘Errehn!! Julie and Mum are never going to let one of my girls near Sophie!!!’ 

Errehn shrugged. ‘Well, I’m sure you can find someone else.’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. ‘I don’t see why I should run away from Julie. Just because she can’t cope 

with Sophie, she won’t let anyone else cope with her.’ 

‘OK,’ retorted Errehn. ‘Just remember I told you.’ 

 

Errehn insisted on coming with Greh to Teren, because he did not trust Greh to tell Aimee 

about Sophie, and he thought she should know. Greh was happy to take him – he also took 
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Ray and Carl, with the intention of packing them off to visit Andrewes so that he could talk to 

Aimee in peace. 

As it happened, Andy was very anxious to see Greh, because he needed some information 

for the fanzines. They wanted information on his family, his house, and his ‘likes’ and 

‘dislikes.’ 

‘Basic stuff,’ said Andy, ‘but the fans like to know.’ 

Greh humoured him, and they sat on the grass outside the kitchen hut and drank tea (except 

Ray, who drank coffee) while Greh answered Andy’s questions. His companions put in 

comments, which Andy recorded. While they were talking, Aimee and Mike came up the site 

with Nayhn and sat down with them – Greh greeted them with a smile and then turned his 

attention back to Andy. 

‘This one wants to know your true love’s name,’ said Andy, looking at the next question 

on his notebook. 

‘Faroan,’ said Greh. ‘Aoan.’ 

‘I think they want a human,’ said Andy. ‘The Imperials are a bit too scary.’ 

‘He’s got several,’ said Carl mischievously. 

‘Only one’s prepared to marry him, though,’ said Ray, glancing at Aimee. He had never 

forgotten the day she had turned him out of her lab hut; he had been hurt and jealous when he 

discovered that the cause of the archaeologists’ argument was that Aimee was in love with 

Greh, and then angry when he learned that she refused to marry him. He felt he owed her a 

little hurt in return. 

The jab had its effect. ‘Who?’ demanded Aimee. 

‘Sophie Walker,’ said Errehn, ignoring Greh’s flashing black eyes on him, bidding him be 

silent. 

‘His niece,’ added Carl. 

‘She’s five,’ said Ray. Then, seeing the expression on Aimee’s face, he relented: ‘I don’t 

think it’s serious.’ 

‘I’m sure it is,’ Errehn said. ‘Dragons always marry dragons.’ 

‘Greh!!’ exclaimed Aimee. 

‘She’s only five,’ said Greh, quickly. ‘It’s just a game to her, Aimee.’ 

‘Is it?’ Aimee’s face was a picture of astonished horror. Mike looked at Greh, at her, back 

to Greh, and felt his stomach sink. Despite all his beloved’s protestations that she would not 

marry Lord Greh, the expression on her face indicated that in fact she was rather anxious to 

marry him as soon as she got around to it. 

‘It was her idea,’ said Greh, weakly. ‘I just child-mind her once a week, Aimee. It isn’t 

serious.’ 

‘Don’t count on that,’ said Errehn. 

Aimee turned to Nayhn. ‘Can he do this?’ she demanded. 

‘Certainly he can,’ said Nayhn, nodding sagely, ‘and I have heard that the Priestess is in 

favour of it.’ 

She meant the Priestess on Thorion, and Greh swung round on her. ‘What has this to do 

with her?’ he demanded. ‘She knows I am the Emperor’s wife.’ 

Aimee jumped, and spilt her tea all down the front of her jumper. While she mopped at it 

with a much-used handkerchief, Nayhn and Greh jumped to their feet and faced each other, 

hair rising. 

‘You know that the Priestess wishes you to take a female partner, Lord.’ 

‘I have one. Lord Aoan.’ 

‘You are Lord Aoan, Lord – in all but body. She wants you to find another partner. This 

child would be ideal. She is mostly of dragon-blood –’ 

‘What does the Priestess know about this?’ 
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Nayhn shrugged. ‘She saw it in the Flame.’ 

‘How dare she spy on me?’ 

‘You are the Golden Dragon, Lord. You are the Empire’s future. She cares for you as she 

cares for the Empire, like a mother –’ 

‘I only have one mother!’ 

‘Excuse me,’ said Aimee, getting to her feet, ‘I’ll just go to my caravan,’ and she leapt to 

her feet and strode off. 

‘Aimee!’ exclaimed Greh, ‘don’t go!’ and he ran after her. Errehn watched them go with a 

feeling of grim satisfaction in his stomach. 

‘Now, just a minute there,’ cried Andy, then turned to the others and said in a baffled 

voice, ‘what did I say?’ 

‘Sensitive subject, Andy,’ said Mike briskly. ‘Just tell them that he’s unattached.’ 

Andy wrote that down. ‘There’s just one more question,’ he said, his voice a little doleful 

at Greh’s sudden exit, ‘it’s about toothpaste.’ 

Carl began to laugh. 

‘What brand he uses,’ continued Andy, giving Carl a sharp look. 

‘Whatever he can get,’ said Ray. 

‘Or he gargles with salted water,’ added Errehn. 

Andy wrote that down. 

‘Shall I make another cup of tea,’ enquired Mike, getting to his feet, ‘while our lord and 

master is detained? Carl – another cup? Errehn? Ray? Nayhn?’ and he marched into the 

kitchen hut and put the kettle on. 

Errehn got to his feet. ‘I’m going to see what he’s doing,’ he said, and walked down the 

camp towards Aimee’s caravan. Carl and Ray exchanged glances. It was interesting to see the 

various ‘lovers’ squabbling over Greh, but not very productive; they hoped that they would 

soon realise that it was a waste of time, and get down to doing some serious work for him 

instead. Both had quickly realised that no one could hold on to Greh permanently, except for 

his two Imperial partners (‘and they’re basically all one multiple personality, in fact,’ as Carl 

put it) and that the best way of being a permanent part of his life was to make themselves 

indispensable to him – which they had done, very effectively. As for these ‘lovers’, if they 

didn’t stop squabbling they would soon put themselves out of the picture. 

Ray raised his eyebrows at Carl and sipped his coffee, then pulled a face. ‘This coffee 

tastes like mud,’ he said.  

It was an old joke between them – to Federal tastes, most of the places that they visited 

with Greh produced unpalatable food and drink. ‘But it was only ground this morning,’ said 

Carl, and sipped his tea. An odd drink, he always thought, but Greh liked it; and he was still 

trying to get used to it after five years. Ray had never really tried. He said he knew a hopeless 

case when he met one. 

Nayhn, not knowing the joke and not really understanding why Lord Grehoan surrounded 

himself with non-dragon-blooded humans, sat quietly and tried to attune her energies to hear 

what was going on in Aimee’s caravan. The Priestess had taught her acolytes how to read 

minds from a distance, without eye contact, and she flattered herself that she was getting 

better at it from practising on the humans, but it took a lot of effort and she still wasn’t very 

good at it. However, she could sense that things were not going well. She wondered whether 

to go and intervene, to make peace, but decided that if Aimee and Lord Grehoan were going 

to quarrel, they might as well do it now and get it over with. After all, the Priestess had sent 

word that this little niece of Lord Grehoan’s would be ideal as a partner for him, so she 

shouldn’t try to encourage his involvement with Aimee; that would be unfair on Aimee, and 

pointless in the long term. 



 28 

Meanwhile, Errehn could sense a turmoil of energies as he approached Aimee’s caravan, 

enough to tell him that Greh and Aimee were quarrelling. He felt a savage surge of triumph: 

I’ve done it, I’ve got him where it hurts, I’ve shown him what a fool he’s being over this 

child. But at the same time he felt a hard knot of fear deep in his stomach – Greh would be 

angry with him, very angry indeed. Oh, my bright sun! My true desire! Oh, Greh, I only did it 

because I love you and you make me so jealous, my heart, madly, madly jealous … 

He folded his arms over his sweater – he was wearing Aversham’s latest style for winter, 

thick and chunky, and he needed it in Teren’s damp winter weather. He let his hair rise up to 

soak up what energy there was in the sun, and stepped forward boldly to knock on Aimee’s 

caravan door. 

But as he approached, it opened, and Greh’s voice said: ‘Come in, darling. Aimee wants to 

tell you she agrees with you.’ 

‘You could put it like that,’ came Aimee’s acid tones. 

Errehn ducked his head and entered the caravan. Aimee was standing at one end, leaning 

on the table, her face flushed and damp with tears of anger and hurt. Greh sat on the bed, 

likewise flushed and angry. 

‘Lady,’ said Errehn, bowing to Aimee, ‘I know how much Greh loves you. But I also know 

you have refused his proposal of marriage.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Aimee in a tight voice. 

‘So I ask myself why you should care whom he marries,’ said Errehn. 

‘I’m his friend. He can’t marry a child. And he can’t marry his neice. Federation 

propaganda will destroy him,’ snapped Aimee. 

‘I agree,’ said Errehn to Greh. 

‘He can’t marry,’ Aimee went on. ‘At the moment he belongs to everyone equally. If he 

gives any one person the special favour of marriage then he’ll lose half his fans. And he needs 

his fans.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Errehn. 

‘Besides which, I don’t know any self-respecting woman who’d put up with his sleeping 

with everyone like he does.’ 

‘I have to,’ said Errehn, scowling at Greh, ‘but only because I adore you, you sadist.’ 

Greh put an arm round him and kissed him. Aimee reflected that she had seen them in that 

pose before, wondered where, then remembered the advertising hoardings on her last visit to 

Trer – they had been in just that pose, advertising Aversham’s latest line. In fact they were 

both dressed very similarly to that poster now. 

‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘why do you want to marry me, or your niece, when you have Errehn?’ 

‘I don’t want to marry Sophie,’ said Greh. ‘That’s only the Priestess’s idea. I did want to 

marry you, but you turned me down.’ 

‘You can’t marry me and Errehn,’ insisted Aimee. ‘And anyone with half an eye would say 

you two are married, to all intents and purposes.’ 

‘Errehn isn’t dragon-blooded,’ said Greh. ‘You are. In any case, I can marry as many 

people as I like, darling.’ Errehn muttered something at that, which Aimee didn’t catch. 

‘Is this niece of yours a dragon?’ she asked. 

‘Yes. She’s my sister’s daughter.’ 

Aimee sighed deeply. ‘You aren’t really going to marry her, are you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘You will,’ said Errehn bitterly. ‘You can’t deny anyone anything.’ 

‘I know,’ said Aimee. ‘That’s why I won’t marry him. He can’t say “no” to anyone who 

asks him.’ 

‘But why should I? It makes them happy. And then they make me happy, and that makes 

me more powerful, and able to build up the Empire – and so everyone is happy.’ 



 29 

‘So you are going to marry her?’ 

‘She’s my niece, for the Flame’s sake!’ 

‘Dragons always marry their relatives,’ insisted Errehn. 

‘Flame! That’s not the same!’ Greh turned on his heel and strode out of the caravan. 

Errehn and Aimee were left looking at each other. 

‘You shouldn’t let him get to you,’ said Aimee. 

‘I know,’ said Errehn sadly. ‘I can’t help it. He’s said he loves me so many times, but 

there’s always someone else.’ 

‘There always will be with him. He’s married to the galaxy.’ There was a moment of 

silence between them – a silence of fellow suffering and compassion for the other. 

‘I think Mike was making a cup of tea,’ said Errehn. ‘Would you like one?’ 

Aimee shrugged. ‘Not much. But I suppose there’s no point in moping here.’ 

They left the caravan and went back to the kitchen hut. But Greh had vanished. 

 

He walked into Faroan’s underground workshops on Thorion, to find Tereah with a group of 

young Rhuaans discussing how to change the colour of heru fibre. Tereah was using the 

computer slab to draw diagrams of molecular structures in the air, and was pointing out 

various important features, and the young Rhuaans’ hair was floating about above their heads 

as they tried to memorise what she told them. Yaro-ardeler was on the other side of the white-

walled workshop with another group of young Rhuaan students, laying out cloth on a table 

and discussing how to fuse fibres together. Another group was working in the next room – the 

doors between the workshops were open, as Rhuaans were constantly moving back and forth. 

Faroan moved from one group to another, supervising, asking questions and making 

suggestions. Greh stood to one side for a moment, watching his/her husband at work, noting 

his stance, his care and attention for his pupils, his concentration on the task. He loves all this 

so much, she thought. It matters so much for him that the Rhuaans should learn and pass on 

their learning to others.  

She let her hair rise up a little, and Faroan realised that she was there, and hurried at once 

to her arms. A quick greeting – they were in working company, company which knew and 

respected their relationship but which had its own work to do. Faroan said, ‘Darling, I wasn’t 

expecting to see you so early this afternoon. Is everything all right?’ 

‘My pets are restless,’ said Greh, sadly. ‘I think I’ve let them get out of hand.’ 

Faroan looked into her black eyes, saw her hurt and let his energies run into her, soothing it 

away. ‘Let them go for a while, darling,’ he said. ‘Aoan called this morning. She asks us to go 

over there early today – she has something to discuss with us.’ 

Greh nodded and managed a smile. ‘Is Memnon coming today? I think she wanted to see 

the Mary hospital on Gustu.’ 

‘Yes, she wants to come. She’s over at Emerean’s house, still testing those medical plants 

Ipse has been growing on Halleh.’ 

‘We’ll fetch her.’ Greh looked round the workshop. ‘How are the class doing, darling? 

They look to be coming on well.’ 

‘We have a new class of cloth-manufacturers,’ said Faroan proudly. ‘Come and look.’ He 

took Greh’s right hand in his left and led her over to look at what Tereah and her class were 

doing. 

Tereah had a great deal to show Greh, and she also wanted to give him the latest news 

about the orphan rescue group she had set up, which brought homeless human orphans from 

Earth to Thorion, settled them in loving Rhuaan homes and spoiled them silly. Sometimes 

Greh thought dispiritedly that she was just raising them to be Rhuaan pets – not much better 

than slaves – but most of the time he could see that they were happy, well cared for, and 

getting an excellent education which would enable them to play a valuable role in the Empire. 



 30 

It was some hours before he and Faroan left the workshop and walked over to Emerean’s 

house to look at what she and Memnon had been doing, extracting medical compounds from 

Halleh plant matter. Here they chatted to Soba and admired the children – Yaro and Soba now 

had three children, all doing well – and then Greh transported Faroan and Memnon to Gustu, 

to Aoan’s office in the governor’s palace. Anja took Memnon off to visit the hospital, while 

the three Rhuaans sat on the green-carpeted floor, discussing the Empire, and their people, 

and how the Empire was progressing. 

‘I feel like the Priestess’s acolytes, discussing the peace of the cosmos,’ said Aoan. ‘All 

this peace-making goes against the grain!’ 

‘There will be enough time for war,’ said Faroan. ‘For the moment, we are strengthening 

our hold on the lower sectors and preparing for whatever assault the Federation is preparing.’ 

‘Is it preparing an assault?’ asked Aoan. ‘What is that Professor McCrae doing?’ – this to 

Greh. 

Greh shrugged. ‘At the moment – using my people on Earth as an excuse to interfere in 

Earth politics, and leaving the rest of our activities alone.’ 

‘How are your representation campaigns progressing?’ 

‘Coming along steadily.’ 

‘You know that my people here are demanding a council now?’ 

‘Well, give them one. It won’t do any harm – it’ll make you more popular. You need only 

smile at them and they’ll do anything you want.’ 

Aoan smiled and tossed back her raven-black hair. ‘Perhaps. Anja has her doubts.’ 

‘Anja always underestimates her own people. Let Memnon talk her round.’ 

‘That Mary woman is so enthusiastic!’ 

Faroan laughed. Greh said, ‘She’d persuade a turkey to vote for Christmas.’ 

‘Pardon? Oh, yes.’ Aoan knew the joke, but only because she had shared Greh’s mind for a 

few days when he found her on Kimball’s Kiss. She still thought it was a particularly silly 

idiom, even for a human joke. ‘I’ve been hearing rumours about you, Greh,’ she went on. 

‘What’s this about your niece? Someone said you’re going to marry her.’ 

Greh’s hair rose off his shoulders. ‘I am not going to marry her. She is five Earth-years old. 

She said she wants to marry me. She’s only a kid, and it’s her way of showing affection.’ 

Aoan’s hair rose, and she smiled in amusement. ‘Don’t get so upset!’ 

‘The Priestess has decided I ought to marry her, because she’s female, she’s a dragon, and 

she isn’t you.’ 

Aoan’s hair stuck out straight in her annoyance at mention of the Priestess. ‘I – see. Right, 

now I’m upset too.’ 

‘She still cannot understand our relationship,’ observed Faroan. ‘She fears dragons.’ 

‘She doesn’t like the dynamic, creative element,’ said Aoan. 

‘And Errehn wants to have my child,’ added Greh. ‘He’s very sweet, but just too 

possessive.’ 

‘Oh, how sweet! Just like a lesser Rhuaan. Can he actually grow a womb? Not all the 

lesser ones can.’ Aoan pealed with laughter. 

‘He thinks he can,’ said Greh. ‘I’m not so sure.’ 

‘I don’t think now is the time for making children,’ said Faroan. ‘You already have Lysa, 

and two priestess’s children on Trer – children need attention, and you are too much 

everywhere, darling.’ 

‘I know. I agree. I’ve told him we have to wait. But he’s very upset, and his disrupted 

energy fields are affecting me.’ 

‘Don’t you have that human woman? Can’t you get her to look after him for you?’ 
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Greh wasn’t sure that he liked Aoan calling Aimee ‘that human woman’, but he knew that 

Aoan was a little jealous of Aimee and that Errehn was sweet on Aimee, and so the 

suggestion was not entirely unexpected. 

‘I left them together,’ he said. 

‘Good. Well, they can sort each other out.’ 

‘As for the Priestess,’ said Faroan, ‘she will have to be disappointed. Although the child 

Sophie is your niece, darling, being brought up by humans she will grow up like a human. 

Unless you bring her to Thorion, and I wouldn’t advise that. It would upset her parents, and 

we are agreed that Earth should be left alone as much as possible.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. 

‘Talking of leaving things alone,’ said Aoan, ‘the reason I called you over early is that I’ve 

received a trans-sector call from sector nine. A group of engineering companies is organising 

a festival of transport, a trade show. They want me to send them some of the river-ships 

which your friend Ray and my engineering team designed, to exhibit. They say they’re hoping 

to attract buyers from all over the Federation and revolutionise Federal transport systems.’ 

‘This is the first I’ve heard of this,’ said Greh. 

‘I asked them what else they were having in this exhibition and they said that they wanted 

some of the locomotives your friends designed for Creh and Herluin, and one of the Creh 

deep-river boats, and some on-planet aircraft, and some transport systems from Earth. And of 

course they want a star dancer – I told them they couldn’t have one, but Herluin could 

probably send them something pretty. So they were going to call Junias on Herluin.’ 

‘I see,’ said Greh. ‘Is this wise?’ 

‘I think it is,’ said Faroan. ‘We will conquer them by technology and innovation rather 

than by war.’ 

Aoan nodded. ‘That’s what I thought. I’ll have to sort out some freight carriers big enough 

to carry a class 250B fast river vessel. I don’t think they quite realise how large inland 

waterway systems can be.’ 

‘I don’t think they have anything particularly impressive in sector nine,’ said Greh. ‘Ray 

had no idea what I was talking about when I started describing canal systems.’ 

‘And your friends on Earth? What could they send them?’ 

Greh remembered the humans in Siberia. ‘A horse?’ 

‘Be serious, darling. Surely they have horses in sector nine.’ 

‘There are the barges I travelled in on the European waterways – and the various 

locomotive systems. We really can’t send them a sea-going vessel. Planetary air vehicles on 

Earth are simply ancient, so there’s no point in suggesting sending any of those, but perhaps 

some of the buyers might go to the festival. Carl has some friends in the EU who design very 

fast road vehicles. I’ll have a talk with Mick and his mum.’ 

 



 32 

4. Achilles’ heel 

 

Graham did not see Sophie Walker for a month after this; he followed his friends’ suggestions 

and visited his mum only during the day, when Sophie was at school, or late in the evening, 

when she was at her own home. But as it happened an evening visit to his mother’s co-incided 

with Sophie being left at short notice to sleep at her gran’s house while Julie and David went 

to a wedding in the nearby city of Nottingham, getting back too late for Sophie’s bedtime. 

Sophie was delighted when her uncle arrived, and fussed around him all evening. They played 

hide and seek all over the house. They had tickling matches on the sofa, and they played 

snakes and ladders – Sophie won. 

Then Sophie’s gran told her that she needed a bath before she went to bed, and Sophie 

insisted that her Uncle Graham should get it ready and read a story to her while she was in the 

bath. So Graham got the bath ready and put in the bath foam, tested the water to make sure it 

was the right temperature, and sat by the bath while Sophie sat in it, and read her the story of 

Red Riding Hood – which she knew backwards, and kept correcting him whenever his 

version differed from the one she had heard at school. 

She doesn’t think of me as a lover, he thought. Errehn is wrong. She doesn’t have any idea 

what a lover is. She just thinks of me as a big person who belongs to her, to be bossed about 

and to do everything she demands. A sort of cuddly big brother, who never says ‘no’. He 

enjoyed her affection – he always loved affection – and he enjoyed seeing her laugh and be 

happy, but he wasn’t sure whether she should be encouraged. He was aware that he was 

spoiling her, and he didn’t want her to be spoilt. 

At last he said, ‘The water’s getting cold, duck. You’d better get out.’ 

He got a big bath towel ready, and she jumped out into it and he wrapped her up in it and 

dried her down, and while he let out the bathwater and swilled the bath out, she ran into the 

bedroom and put on her pyjamas and jumped into bed. He came through a moment later and 

sat on her bed and read her another story from the same story book – this time Goldilocks and 

the Three Bears. When he had finished, and put the book down on the chest of drawers by the 

bed, she said: ‘Uncle Graham, why haven’t you been to see me?’ 

‘Your mum is cross with me,’ he said. 

‘I know. I don’t know why she’s cross.’ 

‘She thinks I spoil you,’ he suggested. 

‘You don’t! I love you. You’ve got to come and see me.’ 

He smiled at her and bent down, kissing her on the forehead and saying, ‘Good night, 

Sophie duck. Sleep well.’ He got up to leave her, but she said, ‘You’ve got to come and see 

me, Uncle Graham.’ 

‘You’ve got to go to sleep,’ he said, moving towards the light switch, ‘your mum’s coming 

for you early tomorrow.’ 

‘Oh, you’re just like Mummy!’ she cried, but she lay on her side and acted as if she was 

going to sleep, so he said, ‘Good night’, again, turned out her light and closed the door behind 

him, leaving her to sleep. 

He went downstairs to sit with his mother, and tried to ask her about her cycling and her 

social life, but he kept thinking about the stubborn little girl upstairs, who he knew was lying 

awake and thinking about him. Sweet little Sophie, so determined and so small. He wondered 

what he should do – perhaps he should just leave now, but he had promised his mum that he 

would stay that night, and he hated to disappoint her. 

 

In the morning, he awoke late, to the sound of his mother’s voice. ‘Graham? Are you getting 

up, duck?’ 
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‘Yes, Mum,’ he called, and scrambled for the bathroom – there was only one bathroom for 

the three bedrooms in the house. Five minutes later, after a rapid shower, he threw on a pair of 

trousers and a loose top and ran into Sophie’s room, calling: ‘Sophie, duck, are you getting 

up?’ 

She yawned and said, ‘Must I?’ 

‘Come on, duck – your mum will be here for you in a minute.’ 

She jumped up, crying: ‘Carry me, Uncle Graham!’ 

He swept her up into his arms, bore her into the bathroom and turned on the shower. She 

pulled off her pyjamas and slid under the water, squealing with delight, then jumped out of 

the shower into a towel. He turned off the water and rubbed her dry in the towel. She ran back 

into the bedroom and jumped up and down on the bed, shouting, ‘Bounce me!’ and he caught 

her and threw her into the air, caught her and set her down on the bed and turned to get her 

clothes – and saw Julie standing in the doorway, her face white and hissing fury. 

‘Graham! What the Hell do you think you’re doing?’ 

Suddenly, in that moment, Graham realised that Sophie was naked, and that he himself was 

only partly dressed. He picked up Sophie’s clothes from the chair where he had laid them the 

previous night, handed them to her and said, ‘Get dressed, duck.’ Then, to Julie: ‘I was just 

getting your daughter out of bed for you, Jules.’ 

‘Don’t call me Jules,’ said Julie, between her teeth. ‘Get out of here, you – pervert!’ 

Graham walked quietly out of the room, past his fuming sister, went to his room and 

finished dressing. As he ran a comb through his hair he heard Julie say to her daughter: ‘What 

was your uncle doing, Sophie?’ 

‘He was bouncing me,’ said Sophie in a stiff voice – Graham could hear that she was very 

angry with her mother. 

‘Does he do that often?’ demanded Julie. 

‘No. I don’t see him often.’ 

‘He’s not going to do it any more.’ 

‘I like it.’ 

‘I don’t. You’re not going to see him again.’ 

‘I am.’ 

‘You’re not.’ 

‘I am.’ 

‘You’re not.’ 

‘Why not?’ demanded Sophie, and Graham felt her stamp her foot. 

‘Because I say so!’ screamed her mother. ‘Now get dressed – you’re coming home at 

once.’ 

‘I haven’t had any breakfast yet!’ 

‘You aren’t having any. You’re coming home now!’ 

Graham, now fully dressed and tidy, came out of his bedroom. ‘Don’t shout at Sophie,’ he 

said to his sister. 

Julie swung round on him. Her eyes were bulging. Her face was scarlet. Her mouth was 

open – she screamed at him. 

‘What have you been doing to my daughter?’ 

‘Nothing,’ said Graham. ‘I haven’t touched her – I’d never touch her – I wouldn’t dream of 

touching her. She hasn’t done anything – stop shouting at her. She hasn’t done anything at all. 

She was only slow getting out of bed this morning. That’s not a crime.’ 

Julie’s mouth shut with an audible snap. Still looking daggers at her younger brother, she 

seized her daughter’s arm – now clothed – and dragged her, screaming in fury and struggling, 

out of her bedroom, down the stairs, and out of the house, without shoes or coat. Graham 

cried: ‘Julie! No! Julie! Julie!!’ and Mrs Bradley came running out of the kitchen and saw him 
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standing in the front doorway, distraught and with his hair streaming out behind his head as if 

in a gale – but there was no wind – and from beyond the open front door came Sophie’s 

voice: ‘Let go of me! I haven’t done anything! Let me go! I hate you!’ as her mother dragged 

her down the street, kicking and struggling and shrieking in fury. 

‘Graham,’ cried Glenda Bradley, ‘What happened?’ 

‘Julie’s gone mad,’ said Graham, still staring after Sophie down the street. ‘She thinks I 

attacked Sophie.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I was getting Sophie up – she’d just been through the shower, and I was getting her 

clothes – and Julie walked in and accused me of assaulting Sophie.’ He turned to look at his 

mother. ‘I know Julie doesn’t like me,’ he said, ‘but that was a complete over-reaction.’ 

‘Come into the kitchen and tell me about it,’ said his mother firmly. 

They shut the front door, went into the kitchen and sat down either side of the kitchen 

table, and Graham explained what had happened. ‘I realised that Julie was going to be round 

in a moment, and that she’d be angry with Sophie if she was still in bed. I’d have done better 

letting her stay there.’ 

His mother let out a long breath. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Listen, duck – I don’t know if you see 

the journal at all –’ 

‘No,’ said Graham. 

‘There’s been a lot of stuff in the journal and on the visual recently about you and your 

merry band – and the things they say you get up to.’ 

‘I see.’ 

‘I guess most of it’s lies, because you’ve always been good to me, duck, but Julie’s just 

looking for a reason to fall out with you, and you just gave her one. I know you weren’t 

meaning to – but you did.’ 

Graham opened his mouth, shut it again, then said, ‘Poor Sophie.’ 

‘Yes, poor Sophie. And poor you in a minute. David will be round here and he’ll kill you, 

duck.’ 

They exchanged glances – they both remembered certain incidents of long ago, before 

Graham had gone to Kimball’s Kiss. 

‘He can’t,’ said Graham. ‘I’ll talk to him, Mum. You keep out of the way.’ 

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said his mother, and got up to put the kettle on – just as the back 

door opened and David Walker walked in. 

Graham looked him in the eye and said, ‘Hi, Walker.’ 

‘You,’ said David, clenching both fists, ‘I’m going to kill you.’ 

‘Don’t waste your time,’ said Graham calmly. ‘Nothing happened, Walker – nothing but 

Sophie wouldn’t get up this morning and I was hurrying her along.’ 

‘Julie said –’ began David. 

‘I know how it looked to her,’ said Graham, ‘I’m sorry. I’m a fool – I should have left Julie 

to get Sophie out of bed. But I had a mad idea of saving Julie the trouble of getting her up. 

Nothing happened, Walker.’ 

‘Do you expect me to believe that?’ growled David. 

‘No. You weren’t here – you only have Julie’s version of what she thought she saw – so of 

course you won’t believe me.’ 

‘Come away from that table. I don’t want to damage it.’ 

‘You’ve tried fighting me before and you got hurt. Don’t try it again. I’ll make you an 

offer. You won’t punish Sophie – because she hasn’t done anything – and I’ll promise you not 

to see her again here.’ 
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‘Graham,’ began Glenda, but her son said, ‘She’s never here in the mornings, Mum, and I 

can come then. Well, Walker? I promise not to hang around school or in the streets waiting 

for her, and I won’t come here when she’s here.’ 

David nodded slowly. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘You promise?’ 

Graham nodded in turn, keeping his eyes on David’s face. ‘I promise.’ 

‘Good,’ said David. ‘Though why I should believe your lying tongue I don’t know, but I 

promise you that if I ever catch you anywhere near my daughter I’ll kill you, Bradley. Now 

get out. I want a word with my mother.’ He gestured at his mother-in-law. 

Graham lent across the table, kissed his mother and said, ‘Bye, Mum. See you soon,’ and 

walked out of the kitchen into the lounge, from where he vanished into space. 

 

He reappeared on Gustu, in the garden of the governor’s palace. At this time of day he would 

expect to find Anja there, playing with their daughter Lysa for an hour at lunchtime. Anja 

then went back to her work and Lysa returned to the care of the team of teachers and helpers 

who looked after the children of the officials and other workers in the palace, running a 

school for the older ones and a nursery for the babies. Lysa was just five, a few months 

younger than Sophie; she was in the youngest class at school. Anja and Greh both believed 

that she was brilliantly intelligent; she was certainly not the least intelligent child in the class, 

but – brought up by a former pirate and radio engineer and the lord of the galaxy – she was 

perhaps better at communication and action than at learning how to read and write.  

In any case, Greh found Anja and Lysa playing round the fountain pool in the middle of 

the garden. As was normal in Rhuaan and Gustu gardens, the pool had a carefully designed 

decorative wall around it, to make it difficult for small life forms (such as children) to fall in. 

The pool held water plants with broad, deep green leaves, and small, sweet-smelling yellow 

flowers – between and under the leaves darted little brightly coloured fish. Lysa was counting 

the fish – she had just reached twenty, when she looked up and saw her father. Crying 

‘Daddy!’ she abandoned the game and ran to him. Greh swung her up into his arms and 

hugged her; Anja came running to kiss him and led him back to sit by the pool. He sat on the 

pool wall, bouncing Lysa on his lap, turning to kiss Anja at intervals. 

‘I was worried you might not come today,’ she said. ‘After you said yesterday that you had 

to go over to Earth, I thought you might get delayed.’ 

He looked into her eyes and saw her anxiety about Earth – she saw it as a dangerous place, 

full of bandits and lawless humans who did not respect Rhuaan authority. He smiled 

reassuringly at her. 

‘I’m OK. McCrae isn’t trying anything at the moment.’ 

‘No, and that worries me! What’s she up to?’ 

‘I’m waiting to let her make the next move. I’m confident we can deal with it, whatever it 

is.’ He paused to ruffle Lysa’s hair. ‘How’s my lovely daughter today?’ 

‘I’m good,’ said Lysa. ‘Have you been to see your mummy?’ 

‘Yes, I saw my mummy, and my sister and her husband, and my niece Sophie.’ 

‘How are they all?’ asked Anja – the tension in her voice was all too clear. 

‘Mum’s fine. Julie’s convinced I’m abusing Sophie. She’s forbidden me to see her again.’ 

‘Darling! She’s your niece!’ 

‘Yes, and Julie’s her mother. She’s soaked up all David’s Security propaganda, and she 

believes I’m capable of any atrocity.’ 

‘Oh, darling! Can’t you mind-turn her?’ 

‘My own sister? My mum would never forgive me.’ He gave a wry laugh. 

‘I’m going to have a sister,’ said Lysa. 

‘Oh, Lyssie! It was going to be a surprise,’ chided her mother. 
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Greh looked at her and said, ‘I could tell anyway, darling. It’s in your electro-magnetic 

field – it’s gone slightly pinkish.’ 

‘Really? Are you happy?’ Anja leant on his shoulder and stared lovingly into his eyes. 

‘Totally.’ He kissed her lingeringly, and was only recalled by his daughter tugging on his 

hair. ‘Daddy! Stop snogging mummy and talk to me.’ 

He turned back to his daughter. ‘Tell me what you’ve been doing today.’ 

‘We’re doing number patterns.’ She kicked her heels against his legs. ‘We draw patterns in 

the sand.’ 

‘Show me.’ He let her slide on to the ground, and she ran round in the sand and fine gravel 

around the pond, drawing snail shell-shapes and triangles, chattering about the relationships 

between the numbers. He watched, fascinated, remembering that he had never learned any of 

this at school until he was much older than Lysa; but Gustu children learned maths much 

quicker than humans did. Perhaps, with the right methods, human children could learn more 

quickly. 

‘And we sang a song,’ Lysa said, standing up and singing it – a complex pattern of 

rhyming words which described the number patterns. Greh and Anja applauded when she had 

finished. 

‘When I grow up,’ said Lysa, ‘I’m going to do all your communications networks for you, 

Daddy, like Mummy did before she came to work for General Aoan.’ 

Greh laughed tenderly at her. ‘I hope so, duck,’ he said. ‘You’ll be good at it.’ 

‘Is Sophie like Lysa?’ asked Anja. ‘Does she want to work for you too?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. ‘She just wants to marry me.’  

‘Oh, these humans!’ cried Anja. ‘They never think about a career. You ought to train her, 

darling. She ought to be able to do something for the Empire.’ 

‘That’s true,’ said Greh, thoughtfully. He watched Lysa for a moment – she had gone back 

to tracing her number patterns in the sand by the pool. ‘What could she do? She’s no good at 

maths.’ 

‘Languages?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Oh, humans are useless!’ 

‘She’s good at talking. And she likes nice clothes.’ 

‘She could be a diplomat!’ They both laughed merrily. ‘But you mustn’t let your sister stop 

you seeing her, darling. She could be very useful to the Empire, because she’s your niece and 

she’s a human too. You can train her up to be an Imperial negotiator with the Federation. 

Teach her lots of poetry, so she learns the rhythm of words.’ 

Greh kissed her. ‘That’s a good idea,’ he said. ‘Let’s do that.’ 

‘Lysa can advise!’ said Anja. ‘When she’s older, you can bring her to meet Lysa.’ 

Greh knew better than to suggest that their daughter might visit Earth – that dangerous 

planet. Anja would allow her to travel all over the galaxy before she would let her go to Earth. 

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Let’s do that.’ 

 

Sophie lay on her bed in her bedroom, scowling into space. It was dark now. She had been 

crying most of the day, when she wasn’t shouting in fury at her parents. Her mother had 

screamed at her and she had screamed back. Her father had yelled at her, and she had yelled 

back. Her parents had told her that she would never see her uncle again, he had promised 

never to see her again, and she mustn’t ever see him again. And she had screamed: ‘I hate 

you! I hate you!’ and rushed to her bedroom and slammed the door and sat on the other side 

of the door so that they couldn’t get in, and wept and screamed and wept and screamed … 

It was dark now, and she was lying on her bed. She hadn’t closed the curtains, and she 

could see that the stars were out and the moon had risen. She didn’t know the star patterns – 
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her friend Elma said that she knew them, but Sophie thought that she was exaggerating. There 

were so many stars, and she had no idea which ones had the planets where her uncle went. 

Oh, Uncle Graham, are you up there? Can you hear me? Won’t you come back? 

Sophie. 

He was there, beside her, as lovely as ever, and she threw her arms about him and hugged 

him and wept with joy. 

Sophie, he said, looking into her eyes, I can’t see you at your gran’s anymore – I promised 

your dad. 

‘Why?’ she exclaimed, but he hushed her at once. 

Shhh – don’t speak – I can hear you if you only think it – and if you look into my eyes you 

can hear me, too. 

She looked into his eyes – so deep and black and shining – 

Why can’t you see me at Gran’s? What’s happened? 

Your mum and dad read the journals and they watch the visuals and they see what they say 

about me and my friends, and they think I am an evil man. They don’t think about what I’m 

trying to do for the people of Earth, how I try to bring them useful things and nice things, and 

I try to help them. And they’re scared of me and they’re scared I’ll hurt you. 

How can you hurt me? You love me! 

They know that, and that makes them even more afraid. They’re afraid I’m going to take 

you away from them. 

I wish you would! Please take me away, Uncle Graham! She stared intently into his eyes, 

put her hands on his shoulders, tried to pull him towards her. Please take me away! 

I can’t, he said. Or rather, I can, but your gran would be very angry and I don’t have 

anywhere really nice for you to live or go to school or have friends to play with. You would 

have to go to school with the Gustu children on Gustu planet, and they’re quite different from 

you – they don’t like the same things you like – they like doing Maths and languages, and you 

like dressing up and telling stories and doing plays. So it’s better if you stay here with your 

friends and your mum and dad look after you. And when you grow up you can travel to 

another planet and do what you want. 

I want to marry you, she said firmly. 

You can decide when you grow up, he said. He put his arms round her and hugged her 

close, and she nestled up close to him, feeling very snug and safe, very much wanted and 

happy. Whatever else happened, her Uncle Graham would keep her safe. 

I can’t see you at your gran’s, he said, but I can come here – I can come in your dreams – 

and if I come at night your mum and dad won’t know, but you mustn’t tell – it will be our 

secret. You mustn’t tell anyone, or I won’t be able to come anymore. 

I won’t tell, she answered. It’ll be our secret, Uncle Graham! Then she yawned, and he 

said, You’re tired. No wonder – lie down, duck and I’ll tell you a story. 

So she got into her bed and lay under the bedclothes, still dressed but too tired to undress, 

and he lay beside her on top of the bed clothes and told her a story about a girl with long hair, 

named Rapunzel, who was held prisoner in a castle by a witch until a young man came and 

rescued her. She fell asleep as he finished, and he kissed her forehead and left her to sleep 

peacefully. In the morning, when her anxious mother looked in, she found her daughter 

sleeping like an angel with a happy smile on her face. 

‘I told you she’d be all right if we left her,’ said David. 

Julie shook her head. She hadn’t been so sure, but her daughter looked so much better – far 

less drawn and tired than she had recently – that she felt, at last, that all would now be well. 

We’ll get Graham out of her system, she thought. She can grow up safely now. 
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Lysa was disappointed. ‘You could bring her here and she could come to my school and we 

could play together,’ she said, but Anja said, ‘She’s still too young, darling. Humans grow up 

more slowly than we do. In a few years she can come to stay.’ Lysa sighed heavily, but 

agreed. ‘We mustn’t force her to do things she isn’t ready for. That’s what our teacher always 

says.’  

Meanwhile, Greh tried to spend a little less time with his human ‘pets’ and a little more 

time with his officials. When Errehn and Oroso urged him to relaunch hostilities against the 

Federation – ‘not heavy, but we need to remind them we have teeth, and our fighters are 

getting bored’ – Greh agreed reluctantly. He went to warn Rose McCrae, following the terms 

of the truce, what he was planning and why. McCrae listened and thanked him politely for 

letting her know, although they both knew that she resented his appearing suddenly in her 

office without a by-your-leave and issuing instructions. She particularly disliked his habit of 

playing politics and war as if they were a game and forcing herself and Leel to come along 

with him, ‘as if we were his allies instead of his enemies’.  

Greh thought to himself that it served her right for using himself and his friends as her 

tools in Volyn, and he was deeply suspicious of her motives in allowing the ‘transport 

festival’ with vessels from the Empire. Was she hoping to take over Imperial spaceship 

technology, or simply to steal Ray’s new concepts in land-running locomotives? He went 

back to Oh to organise the raiding, thinking furiously. What could he send her that she 

couldn’t possibly steal and wouldn’t want to steal? 

Back on Trer, Rose made her way to Leel’s green office and described her recent visit 

from Bradley. ‘He’s demonstrating his innate superiority,’ she said. ‘He just assumes that he 

is in charge already and he’s letting us – his subordinates – know what he’s doing, and how 

he thinks we should react.’ 

‘I know, it’s maddening,’ said Leel coolly. ‘Don’t let him get to you – that’s all part of his 

game. Let me think.’ She paced up and down the room a little while Rose seated herself on a 

chair and waited. 

‘Firstly,’ said Leel, ‘we’ll have to play his game as far as the hostilities go, or else the 

frontier governors will complain. There’s nothing we can do about that at such short notice – 

of course we’ll play it as far as we can to make him look as evil as possible.’ 

‘It doesn’t work,’ said Rose. ‘His publicity machine is too efficient.’ 

‘But we can try. Secondly, I see from the latest briefing from your operatives on Earth that 

he’s made a major public relations blunder.’ 

‘Yes, that affair with his niece. She’s only five.’ Rose shook her head. ‘It’s not like him to 

be so careless.’ 

‘I suggest we let that story get about – and I’ve given orders for the girl to be kept under 

observation. Apparently her parents chased Bradley off – but we never know.’ 

‘Are you seriously hoping to trap him?’ 

‘The only time we have ever caught Bradley is when he was mindless and legless in bed 

with Aversham,’ Leel reminded her. ‘There’s always a chance we’ll catch him like that 

again.’ 

Rose shook her head. ‘I doubt it,’ she said. ‘We need to try a different line of attack.’ 

 

It was as well for them that Leel and Rose had the reports from Earth to raise their hopes, for 

the next few weeks were depressing for them. The governors of ten planets gave in to the 

representation campaigns and announced the establishment of representative elected advisory 

planetary assemblies within the next year. Legislation was negotiated and put in place, and 

arrangements for elections were worked out. In all the excitement over the new reforms in 

planetary government, no one paid much attention to the journal reports about Bradley’s niece 

(complete with a picture of the niece, sent from Earth), except for diehard anti-Imperialists. 
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Leel encouraged the journals to print a few visual stills from Aversham’s past catalogues of 

Bradley having sex with the criminal Errehn and to keep running the niece story, but Andy 

Hagenmuller issued a denial which all the fanzines printed, and the story died. 

Rose, however, kept to her intention of having the girl Walker kept under surveillance. She 

also set about weeding out key figures in Security whom she knew to be working for Bradley. 

As commander-in-chief of Security, she could do this without opposition. Several of those 

Rose weeded out disappeared forthwith and Rose suspected that they had gone over to 

Bradley – but as they had actually done this long before, she was not concerned. To add to 

Bradley’s problems, she had a few of the clubs where she believed he regularly  operated 

raided and closed down on suspicion of criminal activities. This led to cries of ‘tyranny’ and 

strengthened the hand of the pro-representation lobby – but it gave her some small 

satisfaction. 

One of those picked up in one of the raids was a blond youth who went by the name of 

Goldie Walker. He had been onstage doing his act at the time, and was led out in handcuffs 

and briefs, barefoot. He went very quietly, which was more than could be said for the rest of 

the employees or the clientele. 

They were locked up separately. Mr Coran stamped and swore. The clients raged and 

threatened. The employees were anxious – only Goldie was serene. He only said to his fellow 

entertainers, ‘Don’t worry – they’ve got nothing on us. We’re clean,’ and to his captors: 

‘Don’t push. We’ll come quietly.’ 

Oddly, the guards found that they stopped pushing. 

They were going to lock the entertainers up separately, but Goldie asked for them to be put 

together, and the guard found himself complying. He slammed the door on them (it locked 

automatically) and left them together without water, food or sanitation. 

Goldie’s four companions began to lament and complain; but Goldie said, ‘Wait a moment 

while I get these cuffs off and we can amuse ourselves until they come for us.’ 

‘This is the end of the club,’ lamented one of his companions – a youth named Danzene. 

‘We haven’t done anything wrong,’ said Goldie firmly, freeing his hands with a quick firm 

twist of the wrists, ‘but even if we are closed down we can find other work.’ He smiled at 

them. ‘Do you want me to show you how to get the cuffs off?’ he asked sweetly. 

‘Yes,’ said Danzene. ‘How do you do that?’ 

Goldie showed them, convincing them all that he had been in a similar situation before and 

survived, which cheered them up. They were even more cheered when he said: ‘There’s a 

security camera up there – Okreel, lend me a sock.’ When his colleague did, he reached up to 

the relevant hole in the ceiling and put the sock in it. 

‘Now we’re private,’ he said, ‘and we may as well amuse ourselves.’ 

‘This hardly seems like the time,’ complained Danzene. 

‘It will take your mind off your worries,’ said Goldie, putting his arms about him and 

kissing him sweetly. 

Danzene gave in at once and the others crowded round to join in. It was an hour before the 

guard in charge of in-cell security noticed that the camera in cell 48 wasn’t working and sent a 

man to look at it. When he entered, all five were sitting demurely on the floor, hands in front 

of them, tidily dressed. He looked at the camera; it was fine. He went away, locking the door 

behind him. 

Goldie smiled as he got to his feet again. He had heard the guard coming in time for all to 

dress and he had muddled his fellow-entertainers’ minds so that they didn’t notice that he had 

now acquired clothes – he would prefer not to be interrogated in his underwear. And now the 

sock was out of the camera, but he had muddled the mechanism so that it would only record 

five men sitting demurely on the floor, no matter what else they did. It was morning before 

the guards came to take them for interrogation, but the five of them kept themselves occupied. 
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They were led away separately. Goldie was led into a small room where a female Gustu 

Security officer sat behind a desk. A male human was standing behind her with a large cudgel 

in his hand. Goldie had to stand. She asked him his name (Goldie Walker); his place of origin 

(Earth); how long had he worked for the club? (four years); what was his job? (I entertain the 

clients); what that meant (I dance and strip and have sex with the clients); so you’re a whore? 

(yes); aren’t you ashamed of yourself, prostituting your body? (No, why should I be?); have 

you no morals? (Yes – I respect other people’s rights and I do no harm to anyone). 

She frowned at him. ‘Your ideas of morals are different from mine, Mr Walker.’ 

He smiled charmingly. ‘Perhaps.’ 

That smile was disconcerting. It was so merry, open, welcoming, delightful … 

She looked down at her notes. ‘Are illegal drugs used at the club?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘We don’t sell them; no pushers come here, and I don’t smell weed smoke in the club.’ 

‘Would you know it if you smelt it?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘How can you be sure?’ 

‘I’ve worked in different places, and I’ve been in plenty of places where weed was 

peddled. I know the smell well – and we don’t have it here.’ He paused. ‘That’s why I like it 

here.’ 

She looked again at her notes. She looked back at him. ‘Do you take drugs?’ 

‘No,’ he said, for here he did not. 

‘You could make an honest living,’ she said, ‘a nice young human male, clean living and 

pretty, rather than getting involved in this filth.’ 

‘Madam,’ he said calmly, ‘this is a respectable establishment. We’re licensed and we don’t 

run drugs and our clients are respectable. I work here because I like the clients and they like 

me and I enjoy making them happy.’ 

She gave him a long, considering look. He was so pretty – he was almost unreal. But he 

gave her a sweet, innocent, beseeching look, and she felt her mind suddenly fuzz over. 

What was I thinking of? She couldn’t remember. She ordered her colleague to take him 

outside ‘and sort him out.’ The male human stepped round the desk to Goldie, grabbed his 

arm, said: ‘Right, filth – out,’ and marched him out of the room, down the corridor to a cell, 

then said, ‘Right – stand against the wall, facing it, and don’t move.’ 

Goldie lost his temper. ‘We’ve done nothing,’ he said. ‘Why are you doing this to us?’ 

‘Commander’s orders,’ retorted the other. ‘Against the wall, scum.’ 

‘I am not scum,’ retorted Goldie, losing his temper at last. ‘Those who set out to destroy 

innocent people are scum!’ And suddenly the room was full of light – the whole world 

seemed to rotate rapidly around them, and the guard fled, screaming. Goldie vanished in a 

flash of glory, and reappeared in the office of the planetary commander of Security, as 

Graham Bradley, dressed in Aversham’s dark blue trousers and overshirt, and very angry. 

‘Felicity!’ he shouted, ‘we had a deal. What are you doing fucking it up?’ 

The commander of Security picked herself up off the floor, where Gray had thrown her in 

the fury of his reintegration, dusted off her uniform and said, ‘Ah – Bradley. Start again, I 

missed the first part.’ 

‘You’ve had Coran’s raided,’ said Gray, eyes hissing fury. She shielded her eyes from him. 

‘Yes – sorry, love – I know it’s your patch. But orders from above, you know. I have to do 

something McCrae tells me or she’ll have me fried.’ 

‘I’ll get you clear first,’ said Gray carelessly. ‘You know perfectly well that the reason 

McCrae wants Coran’s raided is because it’s my patch. We weren’t doing any harm. We’re 

squeaky clean.’ 
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‘Yes, love, I know,’ she said, smiling but still avoiding his direct gaze, ‘but she’s trying to 

hit the Campaign, you know, and she knows it’s based there.’ 

‘Call off your hounds,’ said Gray grimly, ‘or I’ll fry you.’ 

‘Oh, you wouldn’t,’ she said as enticingly as she could. 

‘I would. Those are my friends they’re beating up down there. Order them released or I’ll 

bust you.’ 

She shot him a reproachful look, and reached for her caller handset. 

Half an hour later, Goldie rejoined his boss and fellow-entertainers back at the club. Coran 

greeted him with a cry of joy and a massive hug: ‘Goldie! I thought they’d killed you.’ 

‘They tried,’ said Goldie sweetly. ‘But I gave them the slip. What news?’ 

‘They’ve let everyone go. No explanations – nothing. Not even a “sorry for the 

inconvenience”.’ 

‘Complain to the governor,’ said Goldie. ‘The campaign should be able to make something 

of this.’ 

‘You could put it like that,’ said Coran bitterly. 

‘What damage?’ asked Goldie, looking around the club, and seeing chairs broken and 

tables smashed. 

‘Plenty. They tell me my licence is revoked and they’re closing us down.’ 

‘You can start again,’ said Goldie. ‘But I’ve got a suggestion. Try bribing the commander 

of Security to leave you alone. They tell me she’s very susceptible to being bribed.’ 

‘Hmm,’ said his boss. ‘I’ll think about it. Meantime, lads, upstairs – tidy yourselves up – 

some of our friends will be round here soon and I want you looking your best.’ 

Goldie, Danzene, Okreel, Thim and Las went as instructed to their bedroom upstairs, 

showered and changed their clothes. Goldie asked the other four what had happened to them 

when they were taken away to be interrogated. It appeared that none of them had been beaten, 

as they were still being questioned when the order came for their release. Goldie reflected that 

it had been a near thing, and in future he must arrange better protection for his circle of 

operations. 

The five of them made much of each other and congratulated themselves on getting out of 

Security’s hands alive. When Coran called up the stairs to them that ‘Our friends are here,’ 

they trooped downstairs beautifully turned out, immaculate and enticing, as if they had not 

spent the previous ten hours in a locked cell. The ‘friends’ or clients welcomed them with 

hugs and kisses, very relieved to see ‘the lads’ looking so well after their ordeal. Much was 

said and many angry words spoken. Coran led everyone to his office and they sat around the 

room, lads and clients draped over each other, while Coran held forth on the need to fight 

back against tyranny. Some of the clients made suggestions. Bob Meurs, who had Goldie 

seated on his lap, said firmly that he was prepared to pay for private security to protect the 

club: ‘We only got busted because the Campaign is based here.’ 

Goldie leaned back against Bob’s chest and closed his eyes. He knew that Bob had already 

decided to be the assembly representative for this part of town, and he – Goldie – had no 

objections to that. He liked to hear his pet being strong and masterful and taking command. 

He fell gently to sleep. 

A long time later he felt a pair of warm lips on his, opened his eyes and found himself 

looking into Bob’s face. His pet smiled tenderly at him. 

‘How are you, pet?’ asked Bob. 

‘Fine,’ said Goldie – a little croakily, as he was groggy with sleep. ‘Where are we?’ 

‘In our room.’ Bob meant the room they usually used at the club. ‘You’ve been asleep for 

six hours, darling.’ 

‘Flame,’ muttered Goldie, and stretched, and yawned. ‘It must nearly be time to open.’ He 

blinked, and remembered the events of the night before. ‘If we are opening,’ he amended. 
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‘We’re opening. I’ve hired guards. We’re having a meeting of the Campaign at six o’clock. 

There’s time for some fun first – but I think you need something to eat, Goldie. When did you 

last have a meal?’ 

‘With you, yesterday evening.’ 

‘Come down and have something to eat.’ Bob got off the bed and helped Goldie up. He all 

but carried his lover downstairs to the bar, where he laid Goldie on a couch and went to ask 

the kitchen staff for a meal for the youth. He returned with a glass of fruit juice and cheese 

cobs, with promises of ‘something more substantial to follow.’ 

Goldie sat and ate gratefully while Bob explained what had been decided that morning. 

The Campaign was going on the offensive. They were calling a meeting of the journals and 

issuing a statement about the tyrannous methods of government in use in the Federation. They 

were hiring guards for the club and for all their centres of operation. They were stepping up 

their campaigning – more posters, more leaflets, more public meetings, more appearances on 

the visual. 

Goldie listened and approved as he ate. 

After ten minutes, one of the kitchen staff brought him a bowl of hot vegetable soup, which 

Goldie accepted with thanks and drank slowly. After this, Bob said: ‘Now, if you’re fully 

refreshed, darling, I think we’ve time for a little recreation before that meeting.’ 

Goldie smiled enticingly at him. ‘Upstairs?’ 

‘Yes. Let’s have some privacy.’ Bob leapt up and, before Goldie could protest, he swept 

the youth into his arms and carried him (laughing madly) upstairs in his arms like a bride. 

 

Twelve hours later, Lord Grehoan was on Oh, looking with Errehn at a three-dimensional 

projection of the star charts of the Federation. Memnon was with them, having come over 

from Thorion with supplies for Oh base, and ‘just coming in to see what you’re doing,’ her 

way of making sure that she kept up to date with everything the Emron was up to. 

‘McCrae’s done a lot of damage,’ said Errehn. 

‘Nothing that we can’t recover,’ Greh reassured him. ‘And she’s left the Representation 

Campaign much stronger – her arrests have aroused a lot of opposition.’ 

‘She’s a menace. How much longer before we can just pick her off?’ 

‘When the planetary assemblies are in place,’ said Memnon, ‘and the planets demand a 

Federal assembly, and the President concedes it; then the Federal assembly will demand an 

elected President, and she must concede it. Then they will elect the Emron, and we will have 

the Federation without a shot being fired. Then everyone will support us, for we have won 

power legally and through their own governmental system.’ 

Greh smiled fondly at her. ‘That’s what I hope,’ he said. 

‘Our troops won’t like it,’ said Errehn. ‘They want a fight.’ 

‘They’ve had one campaign recently,’ said Greh, ‘but I’ll organise another. Besides, I’ve a 

few words to speak to Rose McCrae about her recent behaviour.’ 
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5. Face to face 

 

‘Rose,’ said a sweet, thrilling voice at her elbow. 

Rose McCrae, who had been about to pick up her caller handset, jumped visibly and swung 

around on the fair youth who stood beside her. 

‘Bradley,’ she said, ‘don’t do that!’ 

‘Rose,’ he said again, ‘what are you playing at? We made an agreement. And you keep 

trying to play outside the rules. You try to launch an attack on my allies, you try to subvert 

my friends, you get my people arrested so you can use their arrest as a pretext for 

intervention, you have my friends in Security arrested on trumped-up charges. Don’t you 

realise I could take you over in a moment if I wanted to? But I don’t want to let the Federation 

in for war and upheaval. I’m playing by the rules, Rose – where are yours?’ 

She looked him furiously in the eye – and had the sensation of falling very fast into a dark 

cavern – and at the bottom of the cavern was something black and clawed and toothed and 

long and intertwined … 

She made a terrific effort of the will and snapped back out of his mental trap. He was 

impressed – no one had ever managed to withstand him before. He smiled, and said: ‘Answer 

my question.’ 

‘You’re a tyrant,’ said McCrae, with as much firmness as she could muster. ‘You want to 

condemn the Federation to tyranny – tyranny such as your kind enslaved all races with for 

thousands of years.’ 

His face was a picture of hurt astonishment. ‘Rose! It was not tyranny. We were beneficent 

rulers who cherished our children. You’ve been listening to Gustu propaganda. But in any 

case I don’t intend to rule as my predecessors did. I’ll rule through elected assemblies – as I 

think you know.’ 

‘I was getting that idea,’ said McCrae drily. 

‘So will you leave my people alone, and I’ll leave you alone? I can make life very 

unpleasant for you, you know.’ 

He smiled sweetly, and for a moment she was uncomfortably aware that he was very 

beautiful, very desirable, and very close to her. Again she made an effort of will and pushed 

off his mental grip on her mind. 

‘I’m impressed,’ said Gray Bradley, ‘very impressed. If we could be friends, Rose, you’d 

be my greatest asset.’ 

She could feel his seductive tentacles of temptation wind about her mind – she shoved 

them off again. ‘Bradley,’ she said, ‘get out or I’ll call the guard.’ 

‘You won’t,’ he said carelessly. ‘Listen. My pirates are restless so we are going to raid into 

sector eight – usual terms. We expect retaliation, but make sure you attack us, and not your 

own people. And apart from that, I’ve come to tell you to leave my people alone or else I’ll 

make your life unpleasant.’ 

Then he bent forward and, before she could shove him off, kissed her on the lips. She 

threw out a hand and hit the alarm button on her desk. 

He drew back, half annoyed, half amused. ‘All right, I’ll leave. But you know you can’t 

keep me out. More than that, you can’t keep me out of your mind.’ 

With that he was gone and McCrae was yelling after him: ‘Bloody mind-twister!’ 

The door flew open – the guard rushed in, three Gustu armed to the teeth. ‘What is it, 

ma’am?’ demanded the captain. 

‘Bradley. He got in again. We have to find some way to keep him out.’ 

‘How does he do it?’ asked the captain. ‘Some sort of radio waves?’ 
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‘I wish I knew. I’ll work on it. He’s gone for the moment – one of you can stay here, in 

case he comes back.’ 

So one of the guard remained in Rose McCrae’s office – but Bradley did not come back 

that day. At eleven o’clock that morning McCrae went to her daily meeting with Leel, to brief 

the President on Security matters. She mentioned Bradley’s latest visit: ‘He’s getting more 

confident. He’s now trying to bend my mind.’ 

‘How does he do that? He’s far too proficient at it. He’s taken over so many of my top 

people.’ 

‘I don’t know. It’s one of the Old One’s best-attested abilities – they seem to project neural 

linkages through the eyes, extending the activity of their brains into the brain of anyone with 

whom they have eye contact. But how that’s done I don’t know – perhaps through the body’s 

electro-magnetic field.’ Rose sighed in frustration. ‘In any case, the result is that his brain 

effectively reaches into mine and tries to make it think as he wants it. So far I’ve shaken him 

off. But it’s really staggering. It’s like having a hand grab your brain and twist it.’ 

Leel shook her own head in concern. ‘Why is he picking on you?’ 

‘Need you ask? He knows I’m his greatest enemy, because I run Security. And I’m 

continually tracking him through his friends, and I don’t hesitate to use him and them for my 

own ends. Also I cracked the Interstellar drive. He knows I’m his intellectual rival. If he could 

convert me he would have won his war.’ Rose paused, then went on, musingly: ‘I wonder 

why he hasn’t done it before. I suppose it takes effort to convert someone to his way of 

thinking, so he only does it if he has to. And he knows I won’t be an easy victim.’ 

‘No,’ said Leel firmly. ‘Well, keep up the good work. We must work on some sort of 

deterent – but we need to know how he transports himself and no one has any idea about 

that.’ She shook her head, as if to clear it. ‘Now, to other matters. The festival of transport. 

How are the preparations coming along?’ 

‘Very well. I understand that it will open next month.’ 

‘Excellent. I’ll attend the opening.’ 

‘I’m sure the organisers will be happy for you to say a few words.’ 

Leel nodded. She knew that they would, as presidential patronage would ensure the 

commercial success of the festival. ‘What is coming from the low sectors?’ She meant sectors 

two to six. 

‘The Mary workshops of Herluin are sending new-design interstellar and interplanetary 

vessels, suitable for commercial passenger, freight and private use.’ 

‘Good. I understand that the Marys have vastly improved on the old designs.’ 

‘Yes, with some input from Ray Lewis.’ 

‘Ah, yes – of course. He’s also been doing some work on Cray.’ 

‘Yes, he’s been designing new vehicles for water transport, and some locomotive units for 

use on rails – a little like our trace, but it’s a dual-rail system.’ 

‘Excellent. Any road vehicles?’ 

‘There’s a curious reluctance to invest in new forms of road transport,’ said Rose testily, 

‘which I gather is down to Bradley’s people. He’s brought in advisors from Earth – they’re 

very good on design and thinking outside the box, but my people on Cray tell me that they 

“don’t do” cars.’ 

‘Cars?’ 

‘Their word for trace vehicles. But these dual-rail vehicles are faster and safer, so I don’t 

interfere. Sometimes local knowledge is best.’ 

‘It certainly seems so. Anything else?’ 

‘There will be some of the little sky-yachts which have been so successful on Bessiday – 

they’re produced on Herluin, of course. And some vehicles are coming from Earth, but I 
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haven’t been able to ascertain exactly what. There’s word of “heritage traction”, whatever that 

means.’ 

Leel raised her eyebrows. ‘Well! I’ll look forward to it. We’ll need complete security cover 

of course.’ 

Rose shook her head. ‘Most of the exhibits will be from Bradley’s planets, so there 

shouldn’t be any problem. He’ll police it himself.’ 

They went on to discuss other business, but Rose found her mind slipping back again and 

again to the elusive Bradley – the beautiful, golden-haired, seductive youth, so close to her, 

saying softly: ‘You’d be my greatest asset,’ and kissing her lips … Damn him, she thought, he 

has left his tentacles in my brain. He sees a crack and goes straight for it. Damn him! He is 

going to try to bring me down, and then he’ll overthrow Leel with no trouble! 

She gripped her hands into fists. He would not harm Leel, not her sweet, vulnerable Leel. 

She would fight him to the death, but he would not harm Leel. 

She thought furiously for ten minutes about the need to defend her dear Leel, and when she 

finally went back to her work the thoughts of Bradley had been swept from her mind 

completely. 

 

The piratical raid went off smoothly. The pirates returned to Oh with booty and prisoners, 

sold the prisoners back to the nearest Federal governor with part of the booty, awaited the 

Federal counter-attack and fought it off (without too much serious effort on either side – it 

was largely for show) and then had a wild victory celebration. Errehn took Carl and Ray off 

on a planetary exploration expedition for a few days until it was all over – he could not bear 

to see Greh as the plaything of the Gustu pirates. Carl and Ray, aware of the young Rhuaan’s 

sensitivities, went along with him to keep an eye on him for Greh. Carl was also genuinely 

interested in mapping the planets of the Empire – he already had projects in hand on Abbaba 

and Halleh – and Ray was interested in ‘introducing civilisation to the planet’, in the form of 

‘some decent roads’. He still hoped to introduce high-quality road transport on at least some 

of the planets of the Empire. 

They got back to the base to find the pirates tidying up, and Greh talking to a group of 

tourists who had arrived that morning, with Oroso standing by making comments about 

‘improved flightpaths’ and ‘interstellar transport infrastructure’. Errehn wondered what in 

space he was talking about; Ray wondered where Oroso had learned the long words, and Carl 

was amused by the pirate chief’s change of tone. The victory feast would probably be the last 

one: the pirates were moving into interstellar commerce in a big way. 

As Oroso took the tourists away to look at the improved facilities on the base for transit 

passengers, Greh said to Errehn, ‘Do you fancy a trip to Teren? I need to see Andrewes. His 

ships aren’t performing quite to standard.’ 

Ray and Carl watched with interest as Errehn glowed with delight and his hair rose off his 

shoulders, wafting about his head in his pleasure at the idea of going somewhere with Greh. 

‘I’d love it,’ he said.  

Ray had introduced Errehn to Andrewes on an earlier visit to Teren. Errehn, dressed 

casually in Aversham’s clothes, like Gray, had been ‘a young friend from Trer’, and 

Andrewes had accepted Errehn as one of Ray’s subordinates. Andrewes still did not know 

that Ray had gone over to the Imperials – Rose McCrae had not allowed that piece of 

information to become public knowledge, and Ray had not told Andrewes either. 

 Now Greh took Errehn’s hand in his left, and Carl’s in his right – and Ray took Errehn’s 

other hand – and Greh spun them through space to Teren, materialising in the woods not far 

from the spaceship construction plant at eleven o’clock on a winter’s morning. The four of 

them walked across the field to the compound and were greeted by the guard and directed to 

Andrewe’s office, where Andrewes greeted them warmly. After a hot drink and some general 
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chit-chat about the ships and Gray’s concerns about their operation, Andrewes took them all 

down to the factory floor to show Gray the latest attempts to improve the drives and hear his 

comments. 

Errehn stayed close to Gray. He knew Andrewes was ‘sweet’ on Greh – everyone must be, 

they couldn’t help it – but he wished that he wasn’t. 

Andrewes talked almost non-stop, Gray nodded and looked and touched and commented; 

Ray made some observations, Carl and Errehn watched in silence. They were about half way 

round the factory when a clerk from the office came up to Ray and said, ‘Call for you, sir, in 

the office.’ 

Ray was startled. ‘A call for me? I haven’t told anyone I’m here.’ 

‘It’s for you, sir,’ confirmed the office clerk cheerfully. 

‘OK,’ said Ray, ‘I’m coming. Back in a minute, sir,’ he said to Gray, and went back to the 

offices at one end of the factory floor, where the caller handset lay on a desk, trilling to itself. 

He picked it up, pressed the button and said, ‘Lewis here.’ 

‘Ah, Lewis,’ said a familiar voice. ‘I thought you might be there.’ 

Ray sat down on the table. ‘How did you know I was here, ma’am?’ 

At her end of the call, Rose McCrae smiled to herself. ‘I admit it was a long shot,’ she said 

coolly, then went on: ‘I wanted to ask you something, Lewis. About your friend Bradley.’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Lewis, as calmly as he could. McCrae’s ‘long shots’ were legendary. 

She had the ability to take wild risks which came off, to identify and act on a critical point, to 

make apparently wild guesses which turned out to be accurate – she had a knack, or she was 

psychic – Ray could never decide which. 

‘How does he teleport?’ asked McCrae. 

‘Pardon, ma’am?’ responded Ray. 

‘I said – how does he teleport? I gather he teleports you with him, so I expect you have 

considered the matter.’ 

‘Um – well –’ Ray looked about him. The office was busy: there were four people working 

there. He pressed the ‘hold’ key on the caller and said to the person nearest him, ‘This is a 

confidential call. Where can I take it?’ 

‘Next door, sir,’ replied the other. ‘We aren’t using that office just now.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Ray, hopped down from the table and went through the connecting door into 

the next office. The lights were off, and he left them off. He shut the door, sat on a table, took 

‘hold’ off the caller and said, ‘Sorry, ma’am. I just came into a quieter room. I’m afraid I 

don’t know how he does it. He disintegrates and re-forms. It feels like being put through the 

spin cycle of a fast washing machine. I think he reduces to the smallest possible particles – 

into energy – projects to another point in space-time and reassembles. But I don’t know how 

he directs himself. What’s more, he bends time so it is done instantaneously – in fact I think 

he can go back in time a limited distance. And he seems to be able to re-integrate at a point 

outside this space-time continuum, or create pockets of alternative space-time within this one, 

which he uses when he wants to drop out of circulation for a little while.’ 

There was a short silence, then McCrae said quietly, ‘Have you any idea what you are 

describing, Lewis?’ 

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Ray respectfully. 

‘What, then?’ 

‘A demi-god, ma’am.’ 

‘Only a demi-god?’ asked McCrae sarcastically. 

‘Yes, ma’am. He seems to be limited to this galaxy, and he can’t step completely outside 

time, or be everywhere at once. But perhaps he doesn’t want to.’ 

McCrae breathed a heavy sigh of exasperation. ‘Lewis,’ she said, ‘how can I stop him?’ 

‘You can’t, ma’am.’ 
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‘How can I stop him getting into my office?’ 

‘I don’t know, ma’am.’ 

‘It should be possible to put up a barrier.’ 

‘As he disintegrates to the smallest particles – I don’t see how you can, ma’am. He can get 

through walls and bypass stars and nebulas. He can hang in empty space – oh, yes, he can 

change his size and transform into a dragon,’ he added as an afterthought. 

‘Damn,’ said McCrae under her breath. ‘Lewis,’ she said, ‘I need your help. Come back to 

me and I’ll drop all charges and make you the richest man in government – but I need your 

practical brain.’ 

‘Sorry, ma’am, I can’t,’ said Ray. ‘Even if I wanted to, I don’t think he’d let me. He’s 

probably listening to us now – but anyway, I don’t want to.’ 

‘Listening to us now? How can he?’ 

‘He can reach out with his mind and affect people at a distance, especially when they’re his 

people and he knows how their minds work.’ 

‘Len Hoyles,’ mused McCrae softly. So that was how Bradley had killed him! ‘How in 

space does he do that?’ 

‘By bending electro-magnetic waves, ma’am. He can transmit his own electro-magnetic 

energy and send neural messages to whichever brain he’s latched into. As I said, it helps if he 

already knows them, but I don’t think it’s essential.’ 

‘How the hell does he do that? He’d need a transmitter.’ 

‘He’s got one, ma’am. His hair.’ 

His hair, thought Rose, of course. That gorgeous, golden, wafting hair – I knew it was the 

key … 

I need a dead Grade A, she thought. We’ll dissect one and see how its brain differs from 

human and Gustu brains. And have a good look at the hair. ‘If we cut off his hair, would it kill 

him?’ she demanded. 

‘I don’t know, ma’am, but I don’t think you could. I certainly wouldn’t like to try. I think 

anyone who got close enough to try would certainly be detected.’ 

I don’t know, thought Rose. He’s arrogant and cocky. I think it could be done … but it 

would be risky, very risky … 

‘I’ll work on it,’ she said. ‘Thank you for your help, Lewis. As I said, any time you want to 

repent your sins, just give me a call.’ 

‘Ma’am,’ said Lewis hotly, ‘you’re wasting your time. Why don’t you just surrender? It 

would save you so much trouble.’ 

‘I’ll think about it,’ said his former boss drily. ‘See you, Lewis.’ 

The caller went dead. Ray sat in the dark room and looked at the red light on the handset 

which meant ‘connection broken’. Had he said too much? Should he have refused to talk? But 

how could anything he say help McCrae? Better she have a good idea of what she was up 

against – better she realise that she couldn’t possibly win. 

 

That evening a body was stolen from the Trer city mortuary. It was a Grade A, so no one at 

the mortuary was worried about it, and the theft went undetected. 

‘We should have done this years ago,’ said Rose bitterly, as she showed Leel the dissection 

report. ‘Their physiology is completely different from any other race. Look at this area of the 

brain – and this – and this –’ 

Leel’s gaze ran rapidly down the report. ‘This is only a beginning,’ she said. ‘We need to 

do experiments.’ 

‘That’s the problem,’ said Rose. ‘We’ve left it too late. The Representation Campaign will 

have a field day if we start experimenting now – even on Grade As.’ 
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Leel read carefully. She said: ‘Clearly their hair is vital. We could order all Grade As to cut 

their hair – but no, it’s too late for that now – for the same reason.’ 

Rose nodded grimly. 

‘When are the first elections?’ asked Leel. 

‘Next week,’ answered Rose. 

‘Then we certainly can’t do anything now.’ She looked again at the diagrams in the 

dissection report. ‘If we could only get hold of Bradley and cut off his hair – but how could 

anyone keep hold of him for long enough and not arouse his suspicion?’ 

‘It would be best if we could drug him first,’ said Rose, ‘but we’d have to catch him off 

guard. It can be done, but it’s risky.’ 

‘Can it? How?’ 

Rose shook her head. ‘I tell you, it’s risky. But I think it can be done – by playing on his 

pride. If you or I made out we were giving in, surrendering – he might be fooled for long 

enough to catch him.’ 

‘Yes! But Rose, how –’ 

Rose raised hand. ‘Don’t worry about that, dear. I’ll take care of that.’ 

‘Rose – I forbid you to endanger yourself.’ 

‘Better I than you. I’m dispensable – you’re not.’ 

‘If he kills you, I’ll surrender. I’m not fighting on without you.’ 

‘He’s counting on that.’ 

Leel sighed heavily. ‘All right – I’ll fight on. But – but – do be careful!’ 

Her friend and first minster smiled reassuringly. ‘Of course I will.’ 

 

Ray reported to Gray his conversation with Rose. ‘She asked me to return to government 

service,’ he said. ‘I refused.’ 

‘You could have gone back as a spy,’ said Carl. Ray threw him a disgusted look, and Carl 

grinned back. 

Gray ignored his pets’ banter. They were no longer on Teren but in one of those pockets of 

space-time Ray had described to McCrae – a dark room or hall, with cushions for a bed, warm 

and comfortable, and roomy enough for all of three – Gray and his two pets; he had left 

Errehn on Teren, drowning his sorrows with Aimee, in cup after cup of leaf tea. They were 

complaining to each other about his, Gray’s, infidelities, but Gray was determined not to 

worry about that. 

‘The first assembly elections are next week,’ he said. ‘She must be planning something – 

some last act of desperation. I wish I had some idea what – I’ve never tried to win over any of 

the Federal government ministers, but I wish I had now.’ 

‘I doubt even McCrae could stop us now,’ said Carl. 

‘Don’t underestimate her,’ said Gray. ‘She’s determined to go down fighting. You realise, 

when I tried to control her mind she shook me off? No one else has ever managed to do that. 

She’ll fight to the death, even at the cost of destroying the Federation.’ 

‘Surely you aren’t going to let her do that?’ demanded Ray. 

‘No,’ said Gray. ‘I’ll go and reason with her again.’ 

‘The festival of transport opens the day after tomorrow,’ remembered Carl. ‘I hope she 

won’t try to sabotage our stock.’ 

‘I’ve got it all well covered by our own security,’ said Gray. 

‘I hope the new sky-yachts arrived safely,’ mused Ray. ‘They’re a little fragile.’ 

‘Our woman on the spot assures me that they have,’ Gray reassured him. ‘Everything’s 

arrived all right, even Alan Mason and his heritage traction.’ 

Carl laughed. ‘He frets over that thing like an old woman over a baby!’ 
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‘It is his baby,’ said Gray. ‘Don’t mock him. It’s a brilliant piece of low-level technology. 

Ray’s adaptations are transforming transport on Cray.’ 

‘But did he have to take it to the festival?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gray firmly. ‘My mate Mick and I grew up with those things. I want President 

Leel to see some real traction.’ 

 

It was a bright and sunny morning, with just a little breeze. The sky above was a lovely shade 

of blue, scattered with small clouds. The young green leaves rustled on the trees and the birds 

in the trees piped merrily to each other. On the ground, the races of a hundred planets 

mingled, wandering through the displays of the finest forms of modern transport in the nine 

sectors of the known galaxy. Magnificent space-going vessels towered overhead, and finely-

uniformed officials offered passers-by the opportunity to go aboard and view the on-board 

facilities. Smaller space-yachts stood alongside them, patterned in many brilliant colours, with 

the very latest designs of hull and even more impressive modern design in the drives. The 

Marys of Herluin boasted that these new yachts were faster than a star-dancer, and no one at 

the festival was about to argue with them. Somewhere across the display field, live music was 

playing – a pleasant, relaxing tune to put visitors in the mood to buy. Many a business man 

and woman wondered whether they might ‘stretch’ a little and treat themselves to their own 

inter-stellar craft. 

President Leel, accompanied by two Gustu security guards, wandered through the ranks of 

space ships, river and sea vessels, and land-going craft. She admired vast freight liners and 

tiny two-wheeled contraptions for one-person land transport. She viewed four-wheeled 

vehicles for use on mountain tracks and air-vessels designed to land on water. 

She reached the displays of dual-rail vehicles. These stood on many wheels, some with 

freight vehicles strung out behind them, others standing alone, throbbing with power. This 

one, the proud attendants informed her, was powered by solar power; this one by a form of 

fuel oil; this one through an electrical current in the rails.  

She reached the end of a row. A strange, long, green vehicle stood there. She stepped back 

from it, puzzled, and looked from one end to the other. The driving cab appeared to be in the 

middle of the vehicle, rather than at one end as in other dual-rail vehicles. The wheels were 

vast, and were oddly connected. There was a strange, hot smell and, as she stared, she saw 

smoke issue from one end. Was it on fire? 

Suddenly there was an explosion. Steam and water shot out with a great roar, and the 

strange green vehicle vanished behind a great white cloud. Leel leapt back with a cry. ‘What 

in space is that?’ 

Alan Mason appeared from behind the vehicle, rubbing his hands on a piece of oily rag, a 

great grin of pride on his face. ‘Isn’t she a beauty?’ he cried. ‘This, ma’am, is City of Truro.’ 
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6. This is the age of the train 

 

‘You sent a steam loco to the President’s interstellar festival of transport?’ demanded Mick. 

Gray shrugged, and grinned. ‘I wanted to send her something from Earth which she would 

never, ever steal. And your mum suggested I talk to your uncle.’ 

‘You didn’t tell me!’ 

‘I didn’t want to spoil the joke.’ 

‘But City of Truro is unique! You could have damaged her.’ 

‘Your uncle and his team went along to make sure she was OK. I gather she made quite an 

impression.’ 

Mike looked back at the pictures in the journal which Gray had brought along to show him. 

‘You’re telling me!’ He looked up at Gray. ‘What did Mum say?’ 

‘She laughed a lot. She’s keeping the pictures as a souvenir.’ 

‘I’m surprised the President didn’t have Uncle Alan arrested.’ 

Gray shook his head. ‘When she’d recovered from the shock, she demanded he explain it 

to her. You know once you get your uncle started there’s no stopping him. But actually she 

was fascinated. Low-level technology, ideal for backward planets, easy maintenance with 

basic materials. She’s now talking about buying some of Ray’s new adaptations for use on 

isolated planets in the Federation.’ 

‘And City of Truro is coming home?’ 

‘Next week. The organisers asked her to stay on after the end of the exhibition and do a lap 

of honour. All the local schoolchildren are coming on educational trips to see her and your 

uncle is giving lectures on the principles of steam power.’ 

Mick shook his head. ‘It was a terrible risk, mate,’ he said. ‘It could have backfired so 

badly.’ 

Gray laughed. ‘I know, but I couldn’t resist it,’ he said. ‘When Aoan told me it was a top-

level trade exhibition and the Federation wanted the best each planet could send them, I knew 

Earth had to send them something unique.’ 

 

Mick’s mum had enjoyed the joke, and her brother was thrilled with all the publicity steam 

traction received at the festival, but Graham’s mum was disapproving. 

‘I don’t think it was wise, duck,’ she told her son. ‘What if the President had taken 

offence? Alan could have been put in prison.’ 

‘I just wanted to give her a surprise,’ said Gray. ‘And Alan thought it was a good joke. 

And the President really loved the loco when she’d got over her shock. She said it was a 

change to see a piece of machinery which anyone could understand but which did a good job 

well.’ 

‘It was hardly the way to behave, duck,’ his mum chided him. ‘Not respectful. It looks bad. 

I was so embarrassed when I saw it on the visual.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Mum! It’s OK. Alan’s back now with the loco and his support team, and 

they’re checking her over in the shed. They were a bit worried that weightlessness might have 

affected her tubes, but she seems to be holding pressure OK.’ 

‘I wasn’t thinking about the locomotive,’ said his mother. ‘I was thinking about the 

President.’ 

‘She’s fine, Mum. We just made her jump a bit. She’s got a sense of humour. It’s OK.’ 

‘I don’t see how you would know she has a sense of humour.’ 

‘I’ve met her a few times, Mum.’ 

Glenda Bradley rolled her eyes in despair at her son’s behaviour. ‘Putting yourself 

forward! Your dad would be ashamed of you.’ 
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Gray bit his tongue hard. He wouldn’t, he thought, he’d be proud. ‘Don’t worry about it, 

Mum. It’s OK. We’ve got a lot of new orders for steam traction. Ray’s going to work on 

special adaptations for low-gravity conditions. The shed’s going to have to work all-out for 

the next few months.’ 

His mother shook her head. ‘I don’t want to hear about it, duck.’ 

Gray sighed, got up from his easy chair and said, ‘Sorry, Mum. It’s about time I was going, 

isn’t it? Sophie will be here soon. See you on Friday?’ 

‘I suppose so.’ His mother raised her face to him for him to kiss her cheek. 

‘See you, Mum.’ 

‘See you.’ Glenda Bradley did not rise to see him leave the house. She sat hunched on her 

sofa, utterly ashamed of her son’s disrespectful and shameless behaviour. Mocking the 

President! Deliberately trying to make her look a fool! She realised that Graham was trying to 

improve conditions on Earth, but he shouldn’t mock the President. She might be a tyrant, but 

she was doing an important job. 

 

Sophie, however, was more impressed by her uncle when he came to say goodnight to her that 

evening. She sat up in bed, propped up on her pillow, while her uncle sat on the end of the 

bed to talk silently with her. 

‘Mum said you’d taken City of Truro to that star-travel festival,’ she said. ‘Mick’s Uncle 

Alan went too with his team.’ 

‘That’s right. We went right across the galactic arm in a big star-freight liner.’ 

‘Were there lots of people there?’ 

‘Lots and lots. It was lovely sunny weather and there was ice cream and a fun fair and 

music.’ He visualised the scene and projected it into Sophie’s mind’s eye. 

Sophie sighed. ‘It must have been lovely! And did they like City of Truro?’ 

‘They thought she was beautiful.’ 

‘I’ve been behind her lots of times,’ said Sophie. ‘Last summer she was pulling the express 

for the ‘Harvester Special’. We went from school all the way to Nottingham and back.’ She 

sighed again. ‘Did the President like City of Truro?’ 

‘Yes, she did.’ 

‘Mum said City of Truro made the President jump.’ 

‘Yes, she let off steam.’ 

‘Why did she do that?’ 

‘To get the President’s attention, so she would stop and look.’ 

‘And did she?’ 

‘Yes. Mick’s Uncle Alan talked to her for ages about steam engines, and the President 

ordered some special designs for planets where it’s difficult to build roads.’ 

‘So Uncle Alan is pleased.’ 

‘Yes, and so is the President.’ 

Sophie giggled happily, and then frowned. ‘I thought you didn’t like the President. Dad 

said you’re at war with the President.’ 

‘We’ve got a truce.’ 

‘So do you like her really?’ 

This was a difficult question to answer. He thought for a moment. ‘I think we could get on 

better if we could agree on the best way to govern.’ 

‘Oh. Are you arguing, then?’ 

‘Not exactly. It’s her friend I’m worried about. Her first minister. Professor Rose McCrae. 

I think she’s planning trouble for me and I don’t know what.’ 

‘What does she look like?’ 
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Gray visualised her for Sophie, and she nodded. ‘I know her. I’ve seen her on the visual. 

Mum and Dad say she’s the only person who can fight anarchy.’ 

‘Your Mum and Dad don’t know much about government. We are going to have much 

stronger government in the Federal sectors, not anarchy. Everyone is going to agree rather 

than being forced to do things.’ 

‘I don’t like her,’ said Sophie. ‘She has a cross mouth. Be careful of her.’ 

‘I’ll be careful. How are you today?’ 

‘I’m fine.’ 

‘How’s school?’ 

‘It’s OK.’ 

They chatted for a while longer, then he tucked her up in bed, kissed her forehead and bade 

her goodnight. She reached out her arms to him. ‘Be careful, Uncle Graham.’ 

‘I’ll be very careful,’ he promised, turned out her bedside light, and left her to sleep. 

She stared into the darkness where he had been, and whispered: ‘Oh, be careful! She has 

such a cross mouth!’ 

 

His daughter Lysa had similar advice for him. ‘If she’s cross with you, you shouldn’t keep 

hanging around her, Daddy. You’ll only annoy her more.’ 

‘I thought I’d go and ask her not to be annoyed any more,’ her father explained. 

‘I think you should let her calm down first, if she’s so cross with you.’ 

‘Are you sure she is cross?’ asked Anja, who was sitting on a garden bench nearby 

watching Greh talking to their daughter. ‘After all, she bought all those locomotives from 

you.’ 

‘She’s cross about the representative assemblies,’ said Greh. 

‘Oh, well –! Aoan is cross about those too. She doesn’t think they’ll work.’ 

‘If they work, then we’ll have much more stable government.’ 

‘And if they don’t?’ 

‘We’ll dissolve them. But the one on Bessiday is working really well.’ 

Anja wrinkled up her nose. ‘Isn’t that just because Sarah is running it?’ 

‘Isn’t Sarah one of your pets?’ asked Lysa. 

‘Yes,’ her father agreed. 

‘I’ve seen pictures of her. She’s very pretty for a human.’ 

‘Yes, she is.’ 

‘Is that why everyone wants to do what she says?’ 

Anja laughed. ‘Yes, that’s how humans work!’ 

‘Possibly,’ Greh admitted. 

‘So you just want a Sarah for each of your assemblies.’ Lysa smiled up at her father. ‘I’m 

sure you could find them, Daddy. Mummy says you could find pets in a desert.’ 

Anja blushed. Greh grinned. ‘I hope I already have,’ he said. 

 

Despite all his female relatives’ warnings to the contrary, Greh went to find Rose McCrae in 

her office, and found her seated at her desk. He materialised and said softly, ‘Rose.’ 

She jumped a little, and looked up. ‘Bradley,’ she said. ‘The very person.’ She rose, and 

stepped around the desk towards him. 

‘I came to ask why you want Ray Lewis back,’ said Greh, not moving towards her or 

away, ‘and to ask you politely whether you are planning to disrupt next week’s election, and 

to ask you not to.’ 

‘I wouldn’t be such a fool,’ said McCrae. ‘The elections have been set up by popular 

demand and government concession. If I interfere in any way at all my political credibility 

will be destroyed. So you can rest easily on that one, Bradley.’ 
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Greh was surprised. It was unlike her to take defeat lying down, and he was suspicious. 

But she continued. 

‘In any case, I wanted to talk to you. You’ve been impressing upon me that I can’t keep 

you out, and my conversation with Lewis confirmed that. So I thought perhaps we should 

come to some agreement.’ 

She looked up at him expectantly, but Greh hesitated. This was so completely contrary to 

what he had been expecting that he was unsure of how to react. He met her eye and looked 

quickly at her mind – her surface thoughts did not tell him anything, but that did not make 

him feel any more secure. 

‘Come, come, Bradley,’ she said merrily, ‘does the Great Bandit hesitate? You’ve been 

confident enough bouncing in and out of my office for the last few years. I have some 

suggestions – please, sit down.’ She gestured at a chair, and returned behind her desk. 

Greh shook his head, trying to divine what could be the significance of her thought that she 

had a pair of scissors in the top drawer of her desk. ‘I prefer to remain standing,’ he said. 

She looked up at him as she bent over her desk, an amused smile on her lips. ‘Why! 

Bradley, I believe you’re worried. You’re wondering what new tricks I have up my sleeve. 

You see,’ she laughed merrily, ‘I can read your mind almost as well as you can read mine.’ 

Greh let his hair rise gently. Rose pretended to ignore it and rifled the papers on her desk. 

She has something in her hand – what does she have in her hand? She isn’t visualising it 

clearly. Damn human vagueness! Something dangerous to me? What can she be doing? 

McCrae picked up a paper and walked around the desk towards him. ‘Here we are,’ she 

said in a motherly tone, ‘have a look at this,’ and she handed Greh a piece of paper, which he 

took from her. His eyes were on her eyes, not watching her hand – so he missed the quick 

movement of her left hand, and only when he felt the sharp pain in his right wrist did he 

realise what she had done … 

He reeled and fell. The world about him went suddenly dark. He was nowhere – he was 

anywhere – he was hanging in space. He was – 

Suddenly he came to himself with a terrific flash – a real flash of light, of light exploding 

with terrific power, an outpouring of energy, incredibly fast – an explosion which threw 

McCrae across the room and smashed her desk. 

Greh rose groggily from the floor. The force of the energy released from his hair to the 

scissors which had been in Rose’s desk (and which now lay on the other side of the room) – 

when the scissors had hit his hair – had jolted his body out of its drugged state as well as 

causing an explosion. Rose lay on her side, blood on her forehead. He walked unsteadily 

across the room, knelt by her side and touched her dark skin. He could feel the blood pulsing 

– she was not dead. 

He was not sure whether or not to be relieved. 

It’s time I took her over, he thought angrily; the woman is a complete nuisance. She really 

would rather destroy us all rather than surrender quietly. 

He stroked her cheek gently, and said, ‘Rose.’ 

She groaned. He set his jaw; he must be firm. ‘You could have been killed,’ he said. ‘You 

should never grab a Rhuaan’s hair – it’s like a battery, full of static energy which is released 

on contact. What were you trying to do?’ 

She could not speak, but he could read her mind, and now – in her stunned state – she 

could not shield her mind, and her thoughts were clear. 

‘Cut my hair? Are you mad? It won’t cut. It’s the strongest fibre known – stronger than 

spider silk or heru fibre.’ 

Rose groaned and opened her eyes. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked quietly. 

‘Sorry,’ her lips said – but her voice was so croaky he could hardly hear it. 

‘Sorry you failed, I suppose,’ he retorted. ‘I’ll call a doctor.’ 
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He lifted her off the floor and on to the couch which stood along one wall of her office – a 

formality furnishing only, as it was never used for seating – and then picked up her caller 

handset and called the operator. 

‘This is Professor McCrae’s office,’ he said when the operator answered. ‘There’s been an 

accident – the Professor needs a doctor.’ He waited. The operator’s voice said, ‘I’ll call one. 

It’ll be with you as soon as possible.’ 

‘Thank you,’ he said, and put down the handset. ‘I’ll stay until the doctor comes,’ he said 

to Rose. 

‘Why?’ she demanded hoarsely. 

‘Because if he or she arrives and finds you dead, I’ll be blamed and I don’t want the 

adverse publicity at the moment with the elections coming up.’ 

She had to concede the point. He walked back to the couch and knelt by her side. 

‘You are a fool, Rose,’ he said hotly, ‘we could work together and do so much – but as 

things are you’ll destroy yourself and damage the Federation – and you know I am going to 

win in the end.’ 

She turned tired, angry eyes on him – and his met hers, and she found herself held and 

herself too tired to fight him off. 

‘Bradley! Let go of me!’ 

‘No, you’ve done enough damage already. I’ve got you now, and I’m going to make a few 

changes before I leave.’ 

She struggled desperately, but his mind held hers as if in a vice – he held it as she 

struggled, and when she paused, exhausted, he turned it – and let it go. ‘There,’ he said, and 

sat back and looked at her. 

‘Rose,’ he said, ‘you’re truly brilliant. Please let’s be friends. I would value your friendship 

even more than I value your enmity.’ 

‘What have you done?’ she demanded. Her voice was returning now. She felt clearer in the 

head – much clearer. 

‘Cleared away some of your unreasoning hatred and your mad desire to kill me come what 

may. I think you’ll find you feel much better now.’ 

A knock came at the door and he got up. ‘That’ll be the doctor,’ he said, and hurried to 

open the door. Rose heard voices, and then the duty doctor was at her side, and Bradley was 

saying, ‘She’s had a nasty fall – she’s cut her head – I’m afraid she’s concussed.’ 

The doctor knelt over Rose, asking Bradley questions. ‘Don’t talk, Professor,’ she said to 

Rose. She checked Rose’s eyes, felt her pulse, examined her head, said: ‘There’s no 

permanent damage, but you need to rest today – I’d suggest you go home and spend the day 

in bed.’ 

‘I can’t do that,’ said Rose. ‘There’s too much to do.’ 

‘Leave it to your deputy,’ said the doctor briskly. ‘I’ll call a trace for you,’ and she got out 

her caller from her bag and matched action to words. 

‘I don’t have a deputy,’ muttered Rose. 

Gray grinned. ‘Won’t I do?’ he asked, kneeling again by her side. 

‘You!’ It should have been an exclamation, but became a cough. 

‘Yes, I. I know as much about Security as anyone. Are you afraid I’ll treat you as you treat 

me and betray you the moment you’re out of the room? Don’t you remember how I helped 

rebuild your ships? Have I ever broken my word to you? Anyway, I need the practice.’ He 

smiled at her enchantingly. 

‘You,’ she muttered. ‘Have you no sense of proprieties?’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and that’s why I won’t betray you. And I won’t tell anyone what you tried 

to do to me just now.’ He placed a hand on her chest, a friendly hand, or not? Rose was 

inclined to think not, but he continued. ‘You’ve been working too hard, Rose, and you’re 
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tired. The break will do you good. And, anyway – look at it this way – when you finally retire 

you’ll know you have a competent successor to hand over to.’ 

The doctor turned back to them. 

‘The trace will be here in a few minutes,’ she said. ‘Can you help the Professor 

downstairs?’ – this to Gray. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow and check you over, Professor. Good 

morning,’ and she left the room. 

‘Come on, Rose,’ said Gray affectionately, ‘let me help you downstairs.’ She groaned, but 

agreed. She felt too exhausted and battered to argue any more. 

Half an hour later, at home in bed, she wondered what she had done, leaving Bradley in 

charge in her office, but considered that – as usual – he had left her no room for argument. He 

had been sweet, affectionate, reasonable and kind – and totally superior. Of course she could 

trust him – he would never lower himself to treachery. 

Bloody Imperials, she thought, demigods and don’t they know it! 

 

Gray had a lovely time that day as Rose McCrae’s deputy. He gave no one his name. 

Professor McCrae was indisposed and he was her acting deputy. He repaired the smashed 

desk (by reconstructing the structure of the wood on the pattern of the former desk) read 

everything there was to be read, answered all calls, issued orders on Rose’s behalf, told the 

President’s office that Professor McCrae was indisposed and had had to go home to bed but 

had left a deputy in her place; and kept a record of everything he did for Rose’s reference. 

He had the Federation at his fingertips, and it was a delightful feeling. But he was careful 

not to let the power go to his head. The orders he issued were carefully thought through, and 

some matters he deferred: ‘Professor McCrae will decide when she returns tomorrow.’ 

He did, however, discover that Sophie was under surveillance. One call which he answered 

was a report from Earth on the movements of Sophie Walker. ‘So far as we can tell she’s 

severed all connections with the terrorist Bradley,’ the official at the other end of the call said 

with several seconds delay, ‘and her parents have had no contact with him. But we find this 

hard to credit, because by all accounts she was fond of him and very distressed at the 

prohibition on seeing him, yet now she seems perfectly happy. We’re considering bugging her 

bedroom. What is your opinion?’ 

‘Have you spoken to her parents about this?’ asked Gray, struggling to keep his temper 

under control. Bugging a little girl’s bedroom! How low can one stoop? I’ll give them 

something else to worry about, he thought furiously. 

‘No, sir,’ said the official. ‘We thought they might object.’ 

‘We need their co-operation,’ said Gray. ‘If they find the bug – which is likely – then 

they’ll cease to co-operate. I advise you to consult them.’ 

‘Yes, sir,’ said the official. He sounded disappointed. Clearly, Rose would just have gone 

ahead and bugged Sophie’s room without even telling her parents, thought Gray. They might 

still do so. I must tip Mum off – she can warn Julie. 

‘Is there any more to report?’ he asked. 

‘No, sir.’ 

‘Very well. Thank you for your efforts, officer.’ 

‘Thank you, sir.’ 

The caller went dead. Gray breathed a sigh of relief. Thank the Flame I was here to hear 

that! he thought. I must also warn Sophie. 

 

Sophie, predictably, was upset. ‘They were going to put an insect in my room?’ 

‘No, duck – this sort of bug is a tiny recording machine which records everything which 

anyone says in this room and transmits it to Security headquarters.’ 

‘But why?’ 
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‘So they can hear whenever you talk to me. They’ve guessed that I’m coming to see you, 

but they don’t know how. And they don’t know we can talk without speaking aloud.’ 

‘So they won’t hear anything?’ 

‘No. As long as we don’t say anything aloud.’ 

‘I think they’re very rude,’ said Sophie, still thinking her words to him rather than speaking 

them aloud. ‘I’m going to tell Mum.’ 

‘Better not, duck – she’ll want to know how you know. I’ll tell your gran, and she can tell 

your mum.’ 

‘All right,’ said Sophie, crossly. 

 

While Gray had been doing Rose McCrae’s work, President Leel had sent an official to see 

Rose and find out how she was. She left her office early that day (before 10pm) and went 

round to see her old friend. The security guard on the front door admitted her; Leel and her 

escort of two Gustu guards went straight to Rose’s bedroom. 

Rose had been asleep, but sat up to welcome her friend. Leel told her guards to wait 

outside the door, and she sat down on Rose’s bed. 

‘Rose! Whatever happened!’ 

‘I made an attempt on Bradley,’ said Rose. 

‘What happened? Were you successful?’ 

‘No. His hair is like wire – and fully charged with static electricity. When I touched it with 

the scissors the electricity shorted through me and threw me across the room.’ 

‘Rose! Were you hurt?’ 

‘Temporarily stunned. Bradley called the doctor.’ 

‘Bradley? Why?’ 

‘It’s his ridiculous sense of honour. He insists on treating us as if we were already his 

servants – he refused to leave me, saw me into the tracer which brought me home and insisted 

on taking on my work for me. When I objected he accused me of not trusting him. He said 

he’d be absolutely honest and act as if he really is my deputy. The worst thing is that I believe 

him. I’m sure that’s what he has done.’ 

Leel stared at her, open-mouthed. ‘Then who sent me the message about your accident?’ 

she demanded. 

‘Oh, that will have been Bradley,’ said Rose. 

Leel tore her hair. ‘Rose – this is ridiculous. He’s playing games with us. He doesn’t treat 

us seriously. I’ll bomb his base on Oh. I’ll –’ 

Rose interrupted her. ‘Waste of time. And he isn’t playing games. As I’ve said before – 

he’s making friends for himself. He’s establishing himself. And it’s working. And we can’t do 

anything about it – we can’t kill him, we can’t cut his hair, we can’t take him by surprise. Or, 

at least, I did manage to knock him out, but he recovered a moment later.’ She sighed. 

‘So what do we do?’ 

‘We put up our own candidates for these elections – or we buy the people who win. And 

we match his propaganda with our own. I’ll have to put my mind to that. And we keep an eye 

on his various activities and pick up anything we can use against him; and we’ll carry on 

keeping an eye on his niece.’ 

Leel nodded. ‘You sound very calm about this.’ 

‘I’m not calm – just resigned. This is going to be a long battle, but we still have a chance of 

out-playing him.’ 

 

Gray went to see his mum and warned her about the security officers keeping Sophie under 

surveillance. ‘They want to bug her room now, Mum.’ 
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‘This is all your fault, duck,’ said Glenda Bradley angrily. ‘If you hadn’t cheeked the 

President, this wouldn’t have happened.’ 

‘It’s nothing to do with that, Mum. It’s because they’re trying to keep track of what I’m 

doing.’ 

‘If you hadn’t seen too much of her –’ 

‘I was trying to help you out, Mum.’ 

‘Well – yes, I suppose so.’ His mother sighed. ‘It’s just a pity you forgot how to behave, I 

suppose.’ 

‘It’s too late now, Mum. But could you warn Julie? She’ll curse me, but I think she ought 

to know.’ 

‘She will curse you, but I’ll tell her, duck.’ 

 

Julie was not impressed by her mother’s information. ‘Bugging Sophie’s room? Whatever 

for?’ 

‘They think she’s still seeing Graham,’ said her mother carefully. 

Julie boiled. ‘She isn’t. I’ve made sure of that.’ 

‘I know, duck, but they think she is. They’re paranoid, you see, about Graham.’ 

‘I can’t blame them,’ retorted Julie. ‘But no one’s bugging my flat, Mum, I can tell you.’ 

 

A week later, Sophie was cleaning out her drawers on her mother’s insistence when she found 

a small black ball. She turned it over in her hands. She shook it and held it up to her ear. She 

sniffed it. She looked at it all over. At last she ran with it to her mother. ‘Mum! What’s this?’ 

Julie, who was cooking tea – not an activity she enjoyed – did not reply, so Sophie held it 

under her nose. ‘What’s this?’ she repeated. 

Julie looked at it blankly and said, ‘I don’t know. Where did you find it?’ 

‘In my top drawer.’ 

‘What? In your room?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Julie put down pan and wooden spoon, wiped her hands, took the little ball and examined 

it. She shook it. She weighed it in her hand. ‘We’d better ask your dad when he gets in,’ she 

said grimly. 

 

When David Walker saw the object which his wife and daughter showed him he hit the roof. 

‘That’s a listening device! Where did you find it?’ he demanded. 

‘It was in my top drawer,’ said Sophie. 

‘How the hell did it get there?’ 

Sophie stared at him, wide-eyed. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. 

‘David,’ said Julie intensely, ‘Mum was right. Security are bugging Soph.’ 

David swore. ‘It’s your brother’s fault. If I catch him –’ 

‘He hasn’t been here. Soph hasn’t seen him – have you, Soph?’ 

‘No,’ lied Sophie. 

David regarded the black ball. ‘I’ll have a word with the superintendent about this 

tomorrow.’ 

The superintendent was very annoyed. She called up Security and swore at them for 

‘bugging one of my officers without proper clearance.’ 

Security apologised. It had been an oversight, they said. 

An odd sort of oversight, which involved breaking into an officer’s home and rumaging 

among the personal effects of a young girl, remarked the superintendent. Probably the 

journals would be interested to hear about this. 
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Security agreed that it looked odd, and promised a written apology and monetary 

compensation. This was duly delivered, and the matter was filed. 

Sophie told her uncle about the incident. She was too young to realise its full implications, 

but he was furious. The problem was that he could not complain to Rose McCrae without 

giving away the fact that he was still seeing Sophie – but he could make her life difficult, he 

thought. 

‘I should leave that McCrae alone,’ said Anja. ‘She’s just trouble.’ 

‘Don’t worry about her, Daddy,’ said Lysa. ‘You’ll only make it worse.’ 

‘You don’t need to get so upset about these humans,’ said Aoan. ‘Concentrate on the big 

picture.’ 

‘You worry yourself too much, darling,’ said Faroan. ‘These humans live such a short 

time. Forget about her – she will die in a few years.’ 

‘We’ve got the elections to look after this week,’ said Ray. ‘We have to run around the 

Federation dealing with those.’ 

‘The elections are more important,’ said Memnon. ‘We should concentrate on getting the 

assemblies set up, lord.’ 

‘McCrae just exists to annoy you,’ said Carl. ‘You can just work around her.’ 

‘It’ll all be fine,’ said Sarah. ‘Are you coming to dance with me this evening? The clients 

have been missing you.’ 

Greh heard all these warnings from those he loved, and ignored them. He wanted to settle 

with McCrae. 
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7. The end of the game 

 

‘Rose,’ said the strange, thrilling voice. 

She spun round to face him. ‘Go away! I’ve seen quite enough of you recently, Bradley.’ 

He smiled provocatively. ‘Where?’ 

‘In my office. And plastered all over the city.’ 

His smile hardened and she saw his cheeks grow blue. ‘Oh, yes – Aversham’s latest.’ 

‘Quite. And on the visual – I saw you kissing one of the successful candidates on Mauren.’ 

‘That wasn’t me.’ 

‘It was you, Bradley, although you’d shrunk six inches. I’d know that hair anywhere.’ 

Bother, thought Greh, she’s rumbled me. She noted his frown and drew the correct 

conclusion. 

‘So what were you doing on Mauren?’ she enquired. ‘I know you have a base there, but no 

one will admit to having seen you.’ 

‘That’s because I’m not there.’ 

‘It’s because you’re six inches shorter. You need to disguise that hair, Bradley.’ 

He tossed it back with that careless arrogance which broke a few million hearts and 

irritated her. 

‘Ray Lewis tells me you can change your height,’ she continued. 

‘Ray told you far too much. He’s too much of an innocent. How did you know he was on 

Teren?’ 

‘I guessed. He normally calls there every fortnight or so – it was time for another visit.’ 

Bother, thought Greh again. Am I getting so predictable? 

‘In fact I was expecting you this morning,’ she said. 

Clearly I am, thought Greh. Aloud he said, ‘On what basis?’ 

‘I thought you’d come to crow about your elections. And I must congratulate you. All went 

off smoothly – there were no riots – and all those elected are decent, respectable citizens.’ 

‘Thank you. I appreciate your praise.’ 

‘You went to enormous lengths to make yourself look politically acceptable.’ 

‘I did.’ 

‘You handpicked your candidates.’ 

‘I did.’ 

‘Even at the expense of offending some of your friends.’ 

‘Rose, is there anything you don’t know? Why don’t we just exchange lists of our 

personnel and be done with it?’ 

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said, smiling sweetly. ‘This way is so much more fun.’ 

He sat down on her windowsill, legs dangling. ‘In fact I didn’t come to talk about the 

elections. I came to flash my beautiful eyes at you and annoy you.’ 

‘I’m past being annoyed,’ she said, sitting down at her desk. ‘But I don’t have time to 

banter this morning, Bradley. I’m busy.’ 

‘Call me Gray,’ he said, ‘everyone else does.’ 

‘You’re not grey,’ she retorted, ‘you’re golden.’ Then her face changed and she reached 

for a pile of papers on her desk. He saw her thought and leapt off the windowsill – but she had 

the damning document in her hand. ‘Goldie Walker!’ she exclaimed. ‘Well, Bradley, I must 

say – how low can you go?’ 

‘Rose,’ he said rapidly, ‘don’t blow my cover. I’ve worked on it for ages.’ 

‘Walker is your sister, isn’t she? Very neat, Bradley. Does she know?’ 

‘No, and you won’t tell her. And I can prevent you.’ 

‘Can you?’ Her eyes met his challengingly. 
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‘Yes – and this will hurt.’ 

She faced him, mocking, triumphant, defiant – and for a moment he was going to blow her 

mind apart with his. Then he changed his mind, and kissed her instead. 

His hair wound around them both – his arms gripped her. She struggled – and then gave up 

struggling. Easier to go with the flow once you’re in the river. I can strike out for the shore 

once the current slackens. 

She had to admit that his kisses were impressive. Nor did he stop at once – he drew back 

for breath, gasped ‘Rose,’ and kissed her again. 

She let him get on with it. There was a certain amusement in having the most sought-after 

whore in the galaxy in her office and kissing her. Not that she had ever been particularly 

interested in men, but Bradley was a special case in whom she had taken a professional 

interest. 

He left her lips at last, but kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her chin, her neck, murmuring: 

‘Rose – you are amazing. You’re fantastic.’ 

‘I’m glad you’re impressed,’ she said mildly. 

‘You scare me,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Not much does.’ 

‘I know,’ she said. 

He held her tight and kissed her again. She let him. He drew away a little, deliberately took 

the document she was holding from her hand, placed it on her desk, said: ‘Come over here,’ 

and – taking her hands – led her to her couch, sat down on it, pulled her down next to him, put 

his arms about her and kissed her again. 

It occurred to her that she could have called the guard. But somehow she had forgotten, 

and she could always call them later. 

She had wondered in the past how it was that virtually everyone who encountered Bradley 

ended up in his bed – everyone from her top physicist to her leading businessmen. Now she 

began to understand. He was completely convincing. He made out that she was the one person 

he had always wanted, and he was sweet and gentle and persistent and persuasive. He left her 

little time to breathe – he was like a whirlwind. He kissed her, he stroked her hair, he ran his 

hands up and down her back, he embraced her so hotly that he pushed her down on her back, 

and then kicked off his shoes and lay across her and kissed her more hotly than ever. At last 

he drew away, shook back his hair and said seriously, ‘Rose – listen. We should be allies, not 

enemies.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ she replied, in as irritatingly non-committal a tone as she could, ‘I rather 

enjoy being enemies. It gives one a purpose in life, fighting evil and oppression.’ 

He laughed wryly, then said: ‘Don’t mock me. When did I ever oppress anyone?’ 

‘Not you,’ she said, ‘but what you stand for.’ 

‘All right,’ he said, ‘but you know what I intend, how I intend to rule – and although I will 

be emperor and not president, there will be elected advisory assemblies at every level, and 

government will be much more representative than it is now.’ 

‘Is that such a good thing?’ she asked. ‘Surely it will lead to destabilisation.’ 

‘Democracy is much more stable in the long term than autocracy,’ he said firmly. 

‘Ah, this word “democracy”. What does it mean?’ 

‘Government by the people. It’s an ancient Earth term which the Marys took up.’ 

‘Yes, I know you know all about Marys,’ she said, and saw him blush blue. Yes, as I 

thought – he sleeps with Marys too. Is there no limit to his libidinousness? 

Apparently not, because he changed the subject. ‘Rose – be fair to me. I am not an evil 

oppressor. Why should you fight me?’ 

She didn’t answer at once, and he laid across her and kissed her again, and laid his head on 

her broad, elderly chest, and ran a hand across her dress, over the shrivelled breasts beneath 

her clothes. 



 61 

‘You’re not being serious,’ she said. ‘Get off me, Bradley. I’ve got work to do.’ 

‘I am being serious,’ he retorted. 

‘If you don’t get off, I’ll call the guard,’ she said. 

He shrugged – and suddenly they were in almost complete darkness. Complete, except for 

starlight. It was cool but not cold. She was laid on something which gave way slightly beneath 

her – she was not uncomfortable. 

‘Where are we?’ she demanded, trying to push him off. 

‘Somewhere,’ he said, not moving. 

‘This is one of those pockets of space-time Lewis says you create when you want to drop 

out of everything.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Get off me, Bradley. I’ve got work to do.’ 

‘So have I,’ he said, and put his hands to her hips. 

‘Bradley,’ she said rapidly, ‘I’m an old woman, and you don’t fool me. Get off. I’m not 

one of your young fools to fall into your arms.’ 

‘I’ve had men older than you,’ he retorted. ‘And I’m not asking you to fall into my arms. I 

just fell into yours, remember? Rose – let’s be friends, please? After all, we know more about 

each other than anyone else in the galaxy.’ 

She had to laugh at that. He bent and kissed her body again through her clothes. 

‘Please,’ he said softly. 

‘Oh, get on with it,’ she said impatiently. ‘I’ve got a meeting at eleven.’ 

‘I was hoping for a little more appreciation,’ he retorted, ‘but as you ask – I will.’ 

He got his hands up her dress and pulled down her pants, and lay between her thighs and 

caressed her groin with his hands and his tongue, until she found she was responding willy-

nilly, and then he pulled off his own trousers, revealing a very long, swollen penis, and 

pushed it into her, gently at first and then harder and harder, as if he were screwing himself 

into her. He worked hard at it, panting and sweating – she found she had to respond, whether 

her mind would or no. And at last they surged together, and then lay in each other’s arms, and 

he kissed her tenderly and said, ‘Am I your first male? I’m honoured.’ 

‘Yes,’ she admitted, and he kissed her with gusto. 

He was very tender and affectionate. He wanted to hug her and kiss her. He wanted to 

caress her groin – he called her sweet names. He seemed entirely sincere. He said, ‘Rose, 

you’re amazing; you’re wonderful.’ She tried to take it all in her stride. At last she said, ‘I 

must be back for that meeting at eleven.’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Of course – I’ll take you back.’ 

He helped her straighten her clothes and dressed himself, and took her hands and kissed 

her – and when she opened her eyes they were back in her office. 

‘It’s quarter to eleven,’ he said. ‘You’ve got time to prepare.’ He seemed tentative, anxious 

about something – she’d expected him to crow over her and push her about. She said, ‘Well, 

it’s time you were going, Bradley.’ 

‘I’ll sit here and watch you,’ he said. ‘I won’t say anything.’ 

She shrugged, went to her desk, got out her papers and read them through, and he sat 

watching her quietly, without saying a word. She couldn’t even hear him breathe. 

He was watching her closely, watching her every move. He could hardly believe what he 

had just done. He had come here to annoy her and find out her plans, but when he saw she had 

discovered his alias, he had known that he had to act. And now he had acted he felt stunned. 

He felt as if he had never been alive until this moment. He felt as if a load had dropped from 

his mind, or as if the sun had just come up and a long dark night was over. He felt reborn. He 

had faced his greatest fear and overcome it; he had won Rose McCrae. 
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She worked, apparently unmoved. But he was convinced that he had moved her, although 

she was too proud to show it. 

At length she rose, her papers in her hand. ‘I must go to that meeting,’ she declared, ‘and I 

can’t leave you here, Bradley.’ 

He rose from the couch. ‘Rose,’ he said, ‘when do you finish tonight?’ 

‘Late,’ she said firmly. 

‘Ten pm?’ 

‘Perhaps.’ 

‘May I come and meet you then?’ 

She gave him an exasperated look. ‘If you must.’ 

‘Thank you,’ he said, and bent, putting his hands on her shoulders, and kissed her tenderly. 

Then he said, ‘Have a good meeting, Rose – I’ll see you later,’ and vanished in a flash of 

light. 

She did not curse him – she only nodded, and went to her meeting. 

In the meeting, Leel noticed that Rose seemed to be in a very good temper. She was calm 

and cheerful. She seemed very relaxed – as if she had just had some excellent news. Leel 

wondered what it was, but did not have time to ask as, after the meeting, Rose hurried away 

before Leel could speak to her. 

 

Greh leapt across space to Thorion, to Faroan’s cave, where Faroan lay sleeping, dreaming of 

his wife. Greh seized Faroan in his arms and spun him away into the void. ‘Darling, darling, I 

have won the Empire!’ 

Faroan woke – or dreamt that he woke – and looked into his lovely wife’s eyes. He saw all 

her joy and brilliance and embraced her warmly. He poured out his love into her love, his joy 

into her joy. 

He did not fully understand what had happened, only that Greh was esctatic, and he was 

happy to share her joy without understanding it. He realised that she had achieved something 

great – that she had won over the human who ran the Federation. But as Faroan had never 

regarded that human as any great barrier, the achievement did not surprise him much. He had 

known that Greh would win all the rebels over sooner or later. He danced with Greh through 

the void, let himself dissolve into Greh in union, and shared her existence for long moments 

out of time in joy. 

Then she was gone again, dancing back across the galaxy, and he slept in his own bed, 

exhausted. 

Greh went to Gustu, where he found Anja and Lysa sitting by the pool in the palace 

gardens. They both leapt up and ran to him as he appeared, and Lysa leapt up into his arms 

and hugged him, and Anja hugged and kissed him. He said, ‘How’s my lovely daughter?’ to 

Lysa, and ‘How’s my darling?’ to Anja. They both looked at him, and said, ‘What have you 

been up to?’ 

‘You look so shiny,’ said Lysa. ‘Is it something very nice?’ 

‘Have you got one over Rose McCrae?’ asked Anja. 

‘I’ve conquered her,’ said Greh. ‘Or she’s conquered me. I’ve won the Federation.’ 

‘Oooh!’ cried Lysa. ‘Will you be emperor now?’ 

‘How?’ asked Anja. ‘Did you kill her?’ 

‘No, I kissed her.’ 

‘You’re mad!’ 

‘Yes, but it’s a lovely madness.’ 

‘Oh, darling, you have too many pets already!’ 

‘What is going on?’ came Aoan’s voice – she had felt the disruption in the planet’s electro-

magnetic field, and had come to see what was causing it. Greh turned to face her, setting Lysa 
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gently down on her feet. ‘I’ve conquered Rose McCrae,’ he said. ‘I’ve defeated the 

Federation.’ 

Anja and Lysa watched as Aoan’s hair rose up high around her head, and her arms 

stretched out towards Greh. She seemed to glow – a great halo of light around her. Greh was 

doing the same – they both backed off rapidly. 

‘What’s he doing?’ hissed Lysa. 

‘It’s an Imperial thing,’ her mother hissed back. 

‘Then it’s done,’ Aoan was saying. ‘Wiroan foretold it. You’ve restored the Empire – you 

will be emperor.’ 

‘It’s done,’ said Greh, ‘but it’s only the beginning. There is so much still to do – so much 

rebuilding of life and hope.’ 

Their individual halos of golden light merged – the two Imperials vanished into a whirling 

mass of light. 

‘It’s very pretty,’ said Lysa, eyes screwed up, watching them. 

Anja sighed. ‘I hope he remembers that he hasn’t had any lunch yet,’ she said, with all the 

exasperation of a fond wife. 

 

Some time later, after Greh and Aoan had separated from their joyful embrace and had both 

been dragged off by Anja and Lysa to have something to eat, Greh stepped across space to 

Earth to tuck Sophie up in bed. 

‘Uncle Graham,’ she said, arms about her knees as she sat up in bed, ‘you’re happy. Even 

happier than usual.’ 

‘Am I? Good!’ 

‘Why are you so happy?’ 

‘You remember Rose McCrae – the lady with the cross mouth? She isn’t cross with me any 

more. I hope we’ll be friends now.’ 

‘Good. I’m glad!’ 

 

Greh arrived back at Rose’s office at 10pm, Trer time. She was just packing up for the 

evening. He waited patiently for her to finish, helped her into her coat, and gave her his arm 

down to her official vehicle waiting outside. She did not object – and when they reached the 

trace vehicle, she moved across the back seat so that he could get in beside her. They were 

driven back to her home and Rose told the guard: ‘My companion here is my guest,’ and they 

accepted this without asking who Greh was. After all, they were paid to obey orders, not to 

ask questions. 

Once indoors, Rose sent the guards to their own dining room ‘to relax’ and her 

housekeeper served dinner. She was not put out to find a surprise guest, as Rose often brought 

important officials back for dinner. This one, however: ‘Is my deputy, and may be staying for 

a while.’ The housekeeper bowed and accepted what she was told. After all, she told herself, 

I’m not paid to ask questions, and provided I’m paid, what do I care whom she brings home? 

The meal was simple but filling. They ate it, and then went upstairs to Rose’s bedroom. 

Greh said, ‘You go into the bathroom first; I’ll wait.’ When she came out of the bathroom, 

Greh paused only to kiss her and went himself to wash, clean his teeth, and so on. He had no 

toothbrush or towel, so manufactured these essentials for himself out of the dust of space. 

He came out to find Rose in bed in her pyjamas, reading a book. He slipped out of his 

clothes and got into bed beside her and kissed her neck as she lay with her back to him. 

‘Rose,’ he said, ‘do me a favour – put that thing away.’ She did. He turned out the bedside 

light and then kissed her warmly, then said: ‘Is this room bugged?’ 

‘No,’ said Rose firmly. 

‘Good,’ he said, and kissed her again. 
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He made love to her very gently, and she relaxed into his arms. He was very tender and 

considerate. He called her sweet names; he showed every affection. She at last fell asleep in 

his arms. 

In the morning she woke first, and washed and dressed. He woke later and rolled over to 

see Rose McCrae, chief of security, all ready to go to the office. He smiled up at her: sweetly, 

diffidently. 

She looked down at him and said, not unkindly, ‘Are you getting up?’ 

‘I suppose I’d better,’ he said, ‘or your people will wonder where I am.’ 

‘Yes, they count everyone in and out,’ she said, briskly. 

So he rose, showered and dressed – in smart but not frivolous Aversham’s clothes. They 

breakfasted together and her official vehicle took them back to her office. They sat side by 

side on the back seat – he wanted to hiss her, but thought better not. 

They arrived at government headquarters; they walked in side by side. He took her arm, as 

if he were her companion. They reached the office, and she shut the door behind them. He 

said: ‘Rose –’ and stopped. 

‘What is it?’ she asked, not unkindly, seeing him shy and diffident (what? Bradley, shy and 

diffident?) 

He hesitated again, thought better of what he had been going to say and said, ‘Rose, may I 

see you again this evening?’ 

She stared at him, then laughed merrily. ‘Bradley, you’ve been in and out of my office for 

the last six years with never a by-your-leave and now you ask if you can see me? I can’t stop 

you, as you’ve frequently reminded me.’ 

He had the grace to look abashed. ‘I know I’ve been – rather arrogant. I’m sorry.’ 

She was about to laugh again, but held herself back as she saw his face. ‘Bradley,’ she said 

as gravely as she could, ‘you are young enough to be my grandchild. Pull yourself together.’ 

He managed a smile – a rather wild, blurred smile – and said, ‘My body is young, but my 

spirit is twelve centuries old – I am Graham Bradley and I am Aoan Sommerer, the ancient 

general whose return the Gustu awaited and whom they now celebrate, and she returned 

through me, and now I shall never die.’ Then he saw the expression of bafflement on her face 

and said, ‘Sorry – I’m rambling. Rose – may I see you again this evening by your permission? 

Please.’ 

‘I’m not used to having all this attention – at least, not this sort of attention,’ she said 

firmly. 

He took her hands in his. ‘Didn’t you enjoy last night?’ 

She considered. ‘Yes, on balance I did. It’s strange having to share my bed, but the other 

person in the bed was courtesy itself, rather to my surprise.’ 

He kissed her hands and said, ‘Thank you. So may I come again?’ 

‘I’m sure you have lots of other people to see,’ she reminded him. 

‘I do, but they can wait a while. Please, Rose. I enjoyed last night too.’ 

He stroked her right cheek – elderly, wrinkled, dry – he kissed her lips gently – she 

wondered what she had done to deserve this and whether she really wanted it to continue. On 

balance, she was not particularly anxious to stop it. ‘Very well, you can meet me again this 

evening.’ 

‘Thank you.’ He smiled broadly and kissed her hands again. ‘Until this evening, then’ – 

and he faded from her sight. 

She sat down to work, feeling a little ruffled. But it was a happy sort of rufflement – in 

fact, she felt lighter of heart than she had for a very long time, as if a burden had been lifted 

from her shoulders. 
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Greh spun through space, dancing in the stars. He was happy – so happy he did not know how 

to express it. He had faced his enemy and overcome her, and in so doing overcome fear in 

himself. 

I took my enemy and made her my friend. I took the one I hated and made her my love. Or 

she took me! She is tender and affectionate and brilliantly intelligent and I love her – oh, how 

I love her! We desired each other for death, we sought each other to destroy each other, but 

now we have turned hatred to love. Oh, Rose! How you set me on fire! 

He thought, fleetingly, of making her young again, of rebuilding her as Aoan had rebuilt 

him. But she was old – so old that her physical body was deteriorating – just as Aoan had not 

been able to use his Uncle Jon’s mind, so Greh knew he could not rebuild Rose’s body. There 

was not enough left to work with – her body was delicate, fragile, too fragile to adjust for fear 

of destroying it completely. 

If our love must be short, then so much the worse – but I love her, and I know she loves me. 

 

Leel was rather concerned about Rose. Her chief minister was actually cheerful. She didn’t 

joke or laugh, but she knew Rose and she knew that she was lighter of heart than she had seen 

her in a long time. This was disconcerting. Why was Rose happy, when Bradley’s elected 

assemblies were threatening the stability of the Federation, and Bradley’s people were 

everywhere, and the fleet itself would not act unless Bradley agreed – what had Rose to be 

happy about? She wanted to ask Rose why she was so cheerful, but somehow Rose always 

managed to forestall her, so that she never asked the question. 

At last she said, ‘Rose, have you made a breakthrough? You seem very cheerful.’ 

‘Yes,’ replied Rose at once. ‘I have. I won’t say Bradley is about to go away, but he is 

going to be annoying us a good deal less.’ 

Leel smiled. ‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ she said. 

 

Greh came to Rose’s office at 10pm as he had done the night before. He helped Rose into her 

coat, and they went out together. As before, they were taken in Rose’s official vehicle to her 

house; they went in, dined together, and then retired to bed. 

Greh went through the bathroom first and Rose followed him. When she came out she 

found him lying in her bed, naked under the covers, regarding her with big, dark eyes 

swimming with desire, and a smile of sweet welcome on his lips. Suddenly she was oddly 

glad that he was there; and as she got into bed, he threw the cover back to receive her, drew 

her into his arms and kissed her, and drew the covers back over them both. Then he turned out 

the light, said, ‘Sweet Rose,’ and kissed her hotly. 

‘Well,’ said Rose, ‘How cosy this is.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, ‘wonderfully cosy,’ and he kissed her again, very sweetly and warmly. 

So they spent a happy hour in each other’s arms. He made love to her, and she welcomed 

him in. Afterwards, as they were lying a little apart and Greh was falling asleep, Rose said: 

‘By the way – Goldie or whatever you’re calling yourself here.’ 

He giggled. 

‘There’s a bit of trouble on Taratradene – drug business getting out of hand.’ 

‘I know them,’ he said idly. 

‘I know you do. I want them cleaned up.’ 

‘Whatever you say, darling,’ he said, kissing her again. 

‘Good. As soon as possible, please.’ 

‘I’ll go over tomorrow.’ 

‘Good. It’s time you did some work.’ 

He giggled again, lay back on the pillow and said: ‘Flame, Rose, I love you!’ and fell 

asleep. 
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She lay propped up on one arm, looking at his shadowy form as he slept. His hair glowed 

slightly; she could see the line of his fine nose and the curve of his delicate chin. Could she 

possibly be falling for the arrogant youth? It was true that he had hardly been out of her 

thoughts for six years, but that was for reasons of state. Still, he was eminently fallable-for, 

and she could hardly be blamed for going where so many Federation citizens had gone before. 

The difference is, she thought, he seems to have fallen for me. I never expected him to be 

so genuine. 

She fell asleep. 

 

So Greh moved in with Rose McCrae – that is, he spent every night on Trer with her, in her 

bed. This could hardly be kept from his other associates, whose reactions were as was to be 

expected: Errehn was jealous, Ray and Carl were incredulous, and Aimee refused to speak to 

him. Mike didn’t mention the matter, but Greh knew that he knew but was too embarrassed to 

bring it up. On Trer, Rehn called up Rose’s office to find out whether the rumours were true, 

and broke off the call remarking that she would try to keep the news away from her mother, 

who would certainly never let Greh into the house again if she ever found out. On Oh, the 

pirates sang songs about Hyunnah seducing the evil queen of the Federation, and regarded it 

as a great joke; but they didn’t take it seriously, and expected the war to start again next week 

or whenever they got around to launching another raid. At the moment they were making too 

much money from honest trade, shipping and tourism to bother with raiding. 

Memnon, as ever, looked at the affair from a political angle. ‘You have hated each other 

with a passionate anti-love,’ she said. ‘If it now becomes love, that’s no great surprise. And I 

think it bodes well for us that you were able to win her so easily. It means the whole 

Federation will also accept us easily.’ 

Faroan and Aoan were delighted that Greh had won over the human in charge of the 

Federation, but didn’t take the affair seriously from an emotional point of view. They were 

both thoroughly used to Greh’s falling in love with a new human every week, and didn’t 

expect the affair to last very long. Of course, the human woman was very old, so was unlikely 

to live more than another decade, which is no time at all to a Rhuaan. Anja was more 

concerned – she was afraid that Greh would be ‘converted’ by the evil McCrae. ‘Don’t let her 

tell you what to do, darling,’ she said. ‘Don’t let her poison your heart.’ 

‘I won’t, darling,’ he assured her. ‘I’ve converted her – she hasn’t converted me.’ 

‘You’ve cut back your operations on Taratradene.’ 

‘She was right. It was getting out of hand. It needed tidying up.’ 

‘But you’re general, darling.’ 

‘Yes, but even generals need wise advisors. Here in the Empire I have you, and Aoan, and 

Faroan and many others to advise me. None of us know the Federal sectors well. She knows 

the Federation and can advise me.’ 

Anja shook her head anxiously. Lysa, however, had a more basic concern. What did the 

lady look like? Greh projected an image of her into Lysa’s mind. 

‘She’s terribly old, Daddy.’ 

‘Yes, duck. I know.’ 

‘Won’t she die soon?’ 

‘I guess – yes, she will.’ 

‘Won’t you be sad?’ 

‘Yes, I will.’ 

Lysa regarded him with concern. ‘It’s very sad when someone you love dies,’ she said. ‘I 

was really sad when my hamster died.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘I remember.’ Lysa had cried for a week. Hammy the hamster was now 

buried in the palace garden, with flowers growing over his grave. 
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‘Will you cry like that when Rose dies?’ 

‘Probably,’ said Greh. 

Lysa threw her arms about him. ‘Don’t worry, Daddy,’ she said. ‘I’ll come and cheer you 

up.’ 

Greh laughed, but Anja noticed that it was a slightly hollow laugh. She thought: oh, dear, 

this new pet of his is going to cause so much trouble! 

No one was sure who told the Priestess. It may have been Daneeh, the Imperial governor 

on Bessiday, who had heard it from her assistant acolytes, who heard it from Sarah when she 

went for her regular check up at the medical clinic. Sarah didn’t condemn Greh for sleeping 

with Rose McCrae – she never condemned anyone, and she loved Greh deeply – but she was 

puzzled, and when the acolyte said: ‘Is there anything troubling you?,’ expecting to hear all 

about the political and social problems of Bessiday, Sarah said: ‘I can’t understand what Gray 

sees in Rose McCrae. She’s evil, and he’s so nice.’ In any case, the acolyte mentioned it to 

Daneeh – who may have mentioned it to the Priestess. Daneeh was pleased about the news, 

because Lord Greh was restoring order and balance in the galaxy by drawing in the most 

disruptive and hostile elements – the rulers of the Federation – to the Rhuaans’ web of peace. 

But the Priestess, who should have been pleased, found that she wasn’t. 

It’s so dangerous, she thought. The human woman is evil. She could capture him and trap 

him, as the Federation captured our people on Trer long ago. She has killed so many of our 

people – Horlerh, Errehn and Nayhn had told her about the Federal atrocities against their 

people in the Federation. Why does he persist in going into such dangers? It’s imperative that 

he fathers dragon-children, and he will never be able to father a child on this old human. Why 

won’t he find a young, fertile dragon-blooded human who can produce children? His niece 

Sophie would be ideal as his future child-bearing partner. This human woman can only harm 

him. And while he busies himself with her, he will lose the child’s love. 

She was wrong, however. Greh made sure that none of his relatives knew that he was 

sleeping with Rose. He knew that his mother would never approve. 

 

While the Priestess was worrying, far away in sector nine Greh and Rose were in bed 

together, relaxed in each other’s love. She was stroking his hair – that wonderful, thick golden 

hair. Greh let his hair wind luxuriously about her hands. He knew that Errehn was jealous, 

that his human friends were fretting over him or annoyed because he had trimmed back his 

activities. At the same time, however, Rose had trimmed back some of her activities which 

were troubling his people – and the next round of planetary elections was going much 

smoother as a result. They were both confident that the candidates they favoured – 

handpicked by Greh, approved by Rose – would be elected. And between them they held 

absolute power in the Federation. He slipped away into sleep, a happy smile on his lips. 

In her office the next morning they went over the electoral lists again, making final 

adjustments. Greh said: ‘He could be elected but it will be a disaster for law and order if he is. 

He’s my main distributor on Seren-abou’ (referring to the candidate’s drug-running) ‘so he’s 

got money, and he’s been buying votes with it.’ 

‘I could have him picked up, but it would cause an outcry,’ said Rose. 

‘Better to buy back the people he bought. I’ll have your people informed.’ 

Later, discussing another planet: ‘She would be ideal for us – but she doesn’t have enough 

influence to get elected.’ 

‘Hmm. Let me find her records,’ said Rose, and went to her computer. A few minutes later, 

she said: ‘Yes – I agree – but, as you say, lacks contacts.’ 

‘She needs a powerful backer. I don’t have anyone. My people insisted on fielding their 

own candidate.’ 

‘I’ll see what I can find,’ said Rose, making a note. 
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Again, on another planet: ‘Leel insists that this candidate has that consistuency. And that’s 

an ultimatum.’ 

‘Any particular reason?’ 

‘Leel knows she’ll support the governor.’ 

‘I’ll use a little pressure in her favour.’ 

They sat side by side on the couch, shoulders and legs touching, feeling each other’s warm 

bodies nearby, happy to be together, glad to be discussing the problem together rather than 

fighting each other across the Federation. 

‘Now, my dear,’ said Rose when they stopped for a cup of coffee, ‘we need to regularise 

your position. People have seen you about and assume you’re my assistant. Leel’s mentioned 

it and I didn’t deny it. However, people are going to start talking, so you need a post and a 

name.’ 

‘Probably not Goldie Walker.’ 

‘No. And clearly not your own.’ 

‘No, clearly not. Gray? Although I know you prefer Goldie.’ 

She put out a hand and wound a strand of his hair about a finger. He smiled tenderly at her. 

‘I’m your assistant,’ he said, ‘learning the game so that I can take over when you retire.’ 

‘It’s about time you learned how it works from the inside,’ she retorted cheerfully. 

He bent and kissed her. ‘You’re a good teacher.’ 

‘I do my best.’ 

‘I’ll be Gray Walker, and you can call me Goldie if you prefer.’ 

She smiled fondly at him, and they kissed again. 

Oh, Rose! You make me so happy! And between us we will govern the Federation until 

you retire and I replace you … 

They kissed again, and their coffee grew cold … and then Rose recalled them to business, 

and her young lover reluctantly agreed. 

 

‘He’s completely besotted,’ exclaimed Errehn. ‘I haven’t seen him for a week. Can’t you do 

anything?’ 

Aoan regarded him calmly. She had always regarded Errehn as a foolish young Rhuaan 

and she had no sympathy with him now. Did the youth expect to control a dragon lord, or to 

keep his love for himself? ‘No,’ she said. ‘He’s happy, and he’s doing good work, keeping the 

Federation quiet. All our business there is prospering. Trade is coming through, new business 

is opening up. What are you worried about?’ 

‘They could kill him.’ 

‘They won’t. First, because he won’t let them, and second, because they are as happy with 

him as he is with them.’ 

‘The Emron knows what he is doing,’ said Memnon. ‘He can read auras well and he’ll 

know if she is planning treachery. He’s taken the Federation by the back door, and it hasn’t 

even noticed. When it does notice, it will be far too late to change anything.’ 

‘But this is no way to win a war,’ cried Errehn. ‘Where’s the glory? Where’s the victory?’ 

‘Glory is good,’ said Aoan, ‘but victory is much better, and we have a victory now, even if 

the Federation hasn’t realised yet.’ 

Errehn looked from Aoan to Memnon and back to Aoan and wondered why he had 

bothered to travel across the Empire to seek help. He might as well have stayed on Oh. 

‘Yes, that would be a good idea,’ said Aoan. ‘Go back to your post and keep Anja’s 

brother and his cut-throats in order. Then Greh will be grateful to you. If you want to prove 

your love to him, do the job he has given you.’ 
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Errehn sighed with exasperation, but bowed and took his leave. He could see that there was 

no point in arguing with Lord Aoan. He would have to wait for Greh to remember to come 

back to him, and argue the point directly with his lover. 

 

Greh was saying goodnight to Sophie. They spoke silently, but he was confident that the room 

was not bugged. Hadn’t he checked the records himself? 

‘You’re happy,’ said Sophie. ‘Is the lady still being friends?’ 

‘Yes, very much.’ 

‘Good, I’m glad. I didn’t like her making you upset.’ 

He smiled at her tenderly. ‘How’s school?’ 

‘Oh – it’s OK. We did maths today. Number pairs – it’s OK. And then we sang some 

songs.’ 

She snuggled down under the blankets and said, ‘Uncle Graham, sing to me.’ 

He knelt by the side of the bed and laid a gentle hand on her head. His hair drifted upwards 

and he thought of music, lovely music, filling the room and her mind with sweetness. She 

smiled beatifically at him, and fell asleep. 

 

The next round of planetary elections went off even more smoothly than before. Greh had to 

soothe a few damaged egos afterwards – all the candidates he and Rose wanted got in by a 

long margin, but some of his people who had had hopes of winning, usually by buying votes 

or influence, were annoyed at their failure. He had to leave Rose for a few nights to work his 

circuits and get his people sweet again. Then he had to go to see Aversham for a few hours, 

although the human seemed strangely unexciting after Rose. Then he had to go and see 

Errehn and the pirates, partly because Rose was anxious that he make sure that they were still 

happy with the truce (which they were) and partly because Errehn’s wails and crying for him 

across the fabric of space were becoming too much to bear. Here he also found Ray and Carl, 

who had come from Herluin with some new interstellar freight liners which were to be 

delivered to a buyer in sector eight. He didn’t remember telling them that he was going to be 

on Oh, but it had probably been a safe guess. 

Everyone greeted him warmly and he ate dinner with them in the refectory and was called 

on to make a little speech: ‘tell us what you’ve been up to, Hyunnah,’ so he stood on the table, 

where everyone could see him, and explained that he and Rose McCrae had ‘got it together’ 

as he put it, at which point the pirates all roared with laughter. The result, Greh added, was 

that they would have even better trading agreements, even more business coming through Oh, 

and even more tourists. ‘It’s time we built a few hotels and set up planetary tours’. There was 

much amusement at this, for some reason. 

After the meal, he took Errehn, Ray and Carl for a walk outside ‘to get a breath of air’, as 

he put it. The real reason was to get the inevitable argument out of the way, out of the earshot 

of the pirates. 

‘Greh,’ said Errehn as they walked across the meadow outside the spaceport, ‘you’re a 

fool. Remember I told you.’ 

Greh looked him in the eye. ‘Why?’ 

‘She’ll eat you for breakfast.’ 

‘She hasn’t yet. Haven’t you realised? I’ve won her. She’s won me. Flame, man, we’re in 

love!’ 

Errehn went pale blue; his hair shot up about his head and swayed like a banner in the 

wind. Ray and Carl stopped short in their walk and stared. 

‘Hadn’t you realised? Couldn’t you tell? Haven’t you noticed she’s pulled back her people 

and stopped harassing us? Haven’t you noticed that our ships are carrying twice as many 

goods, all the way from Trer to Earth? I persuaded her to do that – so stop fretting!’ 
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‘You’re not in love with her,’ said Errehn in a flat voice. 

‘Well, perhaps I’m in love with her brain, or her power, or her computer records – but it 

comes to the same thing.’ 

‘You can’t be serious,’ said Ray. ‘McCrae sleeps with no one. She’s a devout old maid. 

She doesn’t have a heart. It’s common knowledge.’ 

Greh tossed back his hair and laughed. ‘I gave her a heart transplant.’ 

‘What are you doing together?’ asked Carl. ‘She’s ancient.’ 

‘As I’m Aoan,’ said Greh, ‘and Aoan is now twelve hundred years old, she’s a lot younger 

than I am. And she’s fit and healthy and quite lively enough to keep me interested. She’s 

terrific. She bowls me over. I’m in love.’ He put his hands behind his head and lifted his hair 

up in a long gesture of sensual tautness, stars in his eyes at the thought. 

‘It’s the power,’ said Ray. ‘I can understand your going after the power. But I bet you keep 

the lights off.’ 

‘My hair provides the lighting, and we don’t want all the security guards looking in.’ He 

laughed. ‘I expect everyone knows.’ 

‘Why haven’t they arrested you?’ demanded Errehn. ‘They should have arrested you by 

now.’ His eyebrows were lowered, his chin jutted out – he was the image of outraged 

jealousy. 

‘Rose hasn’t told them to arrest me,’ said Greh. ‘And I change my appearance so I’m not 

obviously Graham Bradley. And they’ve got used to seeing me now. I’m Rose’s assistant. 

And I’m not using my own name. So they don’t arrest me.’ He laughed. ‘Errehn, stop 

scowling! I came to cheer you up.’ 

‘Hardly,’ retorted Errehn. 

‘Well, let’s change the subject.’ He kissed Errehn, who relaxed a little – but not 

completely. 

 

‘Uncle Graham, you’re not so happy tonight. Is your lady cross?’ 

‘No – not at all – but I’m cross with my friend Errehn.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘He’s jealous because I’m friends with the lady.’ 

‘That’s silly. You’re friends with everyone.’ 

 

‘Daddy, my teacher says that humans only live eighty years!’ 

‘Yes, duck, that’s true.’ 

‘How old is Rose?’ 

‘I’m not sure, duck. She’s not as old as that.’ 

‘She looks terribly old, Daddy.’ 

‘She isn’t as old as she looks. The climate of Trer doesn’t suit humans very well. The air is 

too acid. It makes their skin age quickly.’ 

‘Does the climate of Gustu suit them?’ 

‘Yes, duck.’ 

‘Why don’t you bring her here, then?’ 

‘She has to be on Trer, duck. She governs the Federal sectors.’ 

‘But she’s your pet, Daddy, so you have to look after her. Mummy says so, and so does 

Aoan.’ 

Greh groaned inwardly. Clearly all his womenfolk had been fussing over him behind his 

back. 

‘She wouldn’t be happy unless she was working, duck.’ 

Lysa was silent for a moment. ‘So she wouldn’t be happy on Gustu?’ 

‘No, she’d be bored.’ 



 71 

‘Like Hammy when he didn’t have his wheel to play on.’ 

‘Yes. Just like that.’ Could the government of the Federation be properly compared to a pet 

hamster’s wheel? Yes, possibly – the same problems come round and round again … 

‘I see. Oh, dear.’ Lysa shook her head solemnly. ‘You’ll just have to keep a very careful 

eye on her, Daddy, and stop her working at once if she gets ill.’ 

‘Of course I will, duck.’ But would he? How could he ever stop Rose working? She thrived 

on it, every hour of every day. She lived for her work, even more than she lived for him. 

 

Rose was feeling irritable. Gray – her Goldie – had gone away on Wednesday to deal with his 

people. She knew he had to see them sometimes, and she had told herself that she could 

handle his absences. Now she found she couldn’t. 

She disliked being in a cold bed, without his strong warm arms about her. She disliked 

waking in the morning to a bedroom with no one in it but herself. She disliked eating her 

meals alone. She disliked being in her office alone – no one to talk to, no one to offer advice, 

no one to offer her sweet kisses during the day, when she was feeling stressed; no one to say: 

‘It’s late. Let’s go home to bed.’ 

For the last four nights she had been alone – he had warned her he would have to be away 

for a while. She knew he had neglected his ‘people’ for her sake and needed to give them 

some time. She understood the necessity – but she was lonely, and she missed him. 

Never in her life had Rose cared about the company of anyone, except Leel. Now she cared 

desperately, madly, about the company of a golden-haired slip of a youth with a large bounty 

on his head. She was in constant fear that someone – possibly one of her security people – 

would kill him; she was in constant fear that he would come to some harm. She wanted him 

there, beside her, constantly. She knew it was irrational to feel this way. 

It was irrational, and she was a rational being – yet she felt it. ‘I’m behaving like a foolish 

old maid,’ she told herself, ‘snap out of it.’ But she couldn’t stop. She missed him with a 

gnawing pain inside her, which grew worse by the moment. Where was he? When would he 

come back? 

Leel noticed her irritability. The guards said that Rose’s assistant was away – she had sent 

him off-planet. He would be back soon. Leel drew her own conclusions. She hadn’t seen this 

young man of Rose’s – Rose made sure she did not, for she was certain that Leel would 

recognise him. Leel was, however, suspicious – not that the youth was a criminal but of 

Rose’s feelings for him. It wasn’t like Rose to hide anything from Leel. 

This must, then, be Rose’s ‘fancy-man’. Rose, with a fancy man? Surely not? The guards 

laughed and said, ‘He does too much for a fancy man. He does the Professor’s calls and he 

does her letters and he runs about. He’s an assistant, ma’am – and space knows she needed 

one.’ But Leel was still suspicious. She must go down and see Rose’s young man when he 

returned. 

Then, on Saturday morning at 10am, Greh returned to Rose’s office. He came silently, in a 

flash of light. She jumped up from her desk to greet him – he ran to her arms and kissed her 

warmly. She kissed him no less warmly. He said, ‘Rose, I’ve missed you so badly!’ 

‘I’ve missed you, too’ she admitted. He hugged her close. 

She said, ‘How did it go?’ 

‘Errehn is angry with me. The others fell into place with no trouble.’ 

‘Good.’ She hugged him, and kissed his mouth; and he returned the kiss. 

They went home in Rose’s official vehicle. They dined together. He showered – he insisted 

she join him under the shower. They went to bed and made love. 

About midnight, he said, ‘Rose, will you marry me?’ 

She laughed and said, ‘Goldie, I’m at least three times your age.’ 

‘Maybe, physically. But I’m still asking you, darling.’ 
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‘What difference would it make?’ 

He sighed. ‘While I was away, I felt I needed something to remind me of you – something 

to tie me closely to you – something to make sure you wouldn’t go away. And I thought then I 

wanted to marry you.’ 

‘Foolish boy,’ she said fondly, caressing his hair (which wound around her hand 

passionately), ‘how could we marry? We can hardly go to a registry office. We would be 

recognised. And who could act as witnesses?’ 

‘Don’t worry about that. I can deal with all that. We can go to Earth – no one will 

recognise us. But please, Rose. Darling? These last few weeks have been like Heaven to me.’ 

‘Me, too,’ she admitted. 

‘So will you?’ 

She hesitated. Leel would be upset. But need Leel know? Eventually she must know. But 

she would be upset one way or the other. ‘Why should you tie yourself to a woman three 

times your age?’ 

‘Because I love you,’ he retorted. 

She was silent, as she realised that she loved him, too. How odd, she thought. I hated this 

man and now I love him – emotions are so fickle. 

‘Rose,’ he persisted, ‘will you give me an answer?’ 

‘Yes. I’ll marry you, Goldie.’ 

He uttered a little groan of relief and fell on to her shoulder. For a moment she thought he 

was weeping – then he began to kiss her face, to smother her with kisses … 

He took them both to a church on Earth, in the distant copper mining zone of Siberia. 

Memnon was one witness; Mylee, the Rhuaan captain on Earth, was the other. The service 

was in the common Federation tongue. They were married under their own names, but the 

priest made no comment. He never saw the visual, and had no reason to think that these 

names were unique. 

There was no time for a honeymoon, but Greh bent time sufficiently to allow them a day in 

the forests and mountains of Russia. 

 

‘I don’t think you had to marry her,’ said Anja. ‘What’s the point of a ceremony?’ 

‘Humans like ceremonies,’ said Aoan idly. 

‘But it gives them ideas,’ said Anja. 

‘That’s the idea, surely,’ said Aoan. ‘She will always be Greh’s faithful pet now.’ 

‘I wish you’d stop calling my humans “pets”!’ exclaimed Greh. 

His two womenfolk looked at him in amused surprise, then shrugged and turned back to 

each other, to continue discussing the point. Greh sighed. They simply refused to take his love 

for Rose seriously – so far as they were concerned, it was simply a means of taking over the 

Federation. 

They’ve noticed I fall in love too easily, he thought. I know I fell for Renual and Aversham 

and Everetts and Meurs – all right, I fall in love too easily. But this is the real thing. I’ll 

always love Rose … 

Then he shivered, because he knew she would not live for always. 

‘By the way, darling,’ said Aoan, interrupting his solemn mood, ‘I’ve received a fan letter 

from a friend of Sophie’s.’ 

‘A fan letter? Do you get them from Earth as well?’ Greh knew that his cara received fan 

mail from Gustu and Marys, but hadn’t expected her to have fans on Earth. 

‘A few. This fan is called Bill Townsend. He’s a school friend of Sophie’s.’ 

Greh nodded. ‘She might have mentioned him.’ 

‘He’s really sweet.’ Aoan giggled. ‘I might make him a pet of my own.’ 
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Greh exploded. ‘He’s just a little boy, Aoan!’ – then realised that Aoan was teasing him, 

and tried to relax; but was annoyed to see that Aoan and Anja were laughing merrily at him. 

‘He does get so protective about humans,’ Anja said. ‘It’s so sweet!’ 

‘Don’t fret, darling,’ said Aoan. ‘If you worry about humans, you’ll never stop worrying.’ 

 

One morning Leel said to Rose in their regular 11 o’clock meeting: ‘Rose, everything is so 

quiet I can’t believe it. There’s no trouble at all. Crime is right down – serious crime, that is. 

Those assemblies we were so worried about are behaving themselves and the economy is still 

expanding. What’s happened?’ 

She looked Rose in the eye and added, ‘I think you know why I’m asking you.’ 

‘You want to know what I’ve done,’ said Rose. 

‘Yes. You said a while ago that you thought Bradley shouldn’t give us much trouble from 

then on. Well, he hasn’t. Whatever have you done?’ 

Rose considered. Then she said: ‘I’ll have to call my assistant up here to show you the 

details.’ 

‘Good. I’ve been wanting to meet him.’ Leel handed her the caller handset. 

Rose tapped a number, waited, said: ‘Can you come up here a moment? And bring what 

we were working on this morning. Yes – yes, that’s right.’ Then she switched the handset off 

and handed it back to Leel. 

Leel replaced it on its stand, and talked for a few minutes about the state of the economy. 

Then a knock came at the door, she called: ‘Come in,’ and in walked Rose’s young man. 

She had only seen him from a distance. He was tall, blond, elegantly dressed and beautiful. 

He had a gold ring on the third finger of his left hand. He smiled at Leel, shut the door behind 

him, and said: ‘Here I am, Madam President.’ 

Leel looked. Then she blinked and looked again. Then she said, very low but distinctly, 

‘Bradley.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, and his mouth was a curve of amusement. 

‘What have you been doing?’ 

‘Nothing,’ he said, ‘see for yourself,’ and he handed her a visual wafer from his pocket. 

Leel took it. ‘What’s this?’ 

‘My data on my people, Madam President. You’ll see we’re being very well behaved.’ 

Leel put the wafer into the slot on the front of her computer, pressed a few buttons, 

watched the figures and words scroll up her screen … 

‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘Very impressive. But’ – turning to Rose – ‘I still don’t understand 

what you’ve been doing.’ 

‘It’s quite simple,’ said Rose calmly. ‘We decided to stop fighting each other and to work 

together. As a result both of us are much more content with the way matters are developing. 

We have efficient transport right across the sectors; efficient movement of goods and persons; 

and Bradley enforces law and order from below and keeps an eye on my local commanders of 

security.’ 

‘How long has this been going on?’ demanded Leel. 

‘Several months,’ said Greh sweetly. 

‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’ 

‘We thought several times,’ said Rose, ‘but we thought it best to let you judge the pudding 

by the end result.’ 

Leel looked at her computer screen, at the figures on the papers on her desk, at Bradley – 

relaxed, calm, assured as if he belonged in the building; and Rose, cheerful and relaxed, 

perfectly happy with her new assistant … 



 74 

‘I should order your arrest,’ she said slowly, her eyes on Greh, ‘but I see my chief minister 

looking completely happy at your presence her, and I see the evidence of the figures before 

me. But what does this mean? Have we been infiltrated? Have you surrendered?’ 

‘Neither,’ said Rose briskly. ‘Officially the war is still on. Unofficially, it’s a sham.’ 

‘Rose,’ said Leel, ‘I’ve heard rumours that you – you and your assistant – um…’ 

‘Yes,’ said Rose. ‘Well, your informants would do well to mind their own business.’ 

‘But what about – I mean, think of the scandal if it came out!’ 

‘If I should choose to keep my marriage a secret for security reasons, that’s no one’s 

business but my own,’ said Rose. ‘And you will agree, Leel, that our lives have been much 

easier since my assistant came into my service. You just said so yourself.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Leel, dumbfounded by the word ‘marriage’. 

‘And he’s operating under an alias. Really, Leel, you worry too much. I’ll accuse you of 

looking for things to worry about.’ 

‘Yes – but, Rose, this is rather a shock. I do think you could have told me.’ 

‘We were waiting for the right moment, dear. And now that moment has come. Well? Are 

you going to forbid us to associate any further?’ 

Leel looked at Greh, at her computer, at the papers in front of her, at her old friend Rose 

McCrae. 

‘No. No – between you, you do an excellent job. I’m just – very surprised.’ She looked up 

at Bradley. ‘I’m glad to see you are a responsible citizen after all,’ she said severely. 

‘Thank you.’ Greh bowed gravely. 

‘Well, I’ll let you both go and get on with your peace-keeping,’ said Leel, as briskly as she 

could. 

Rose got up from her chair, smiled at Leel, touched her hand and said: ‘Don’t fret. It’s 

working very well, as you see.’ Then she left the room, with Bradley just behind her. He 

bowed respectfully to Leel, and shut the door behind himself. Leel was left to gather her 

thoughts. 

I would never have believed it, she thought. Rose! At her age! And Bradley! Yet they seem 

perfectly happy … extraordinarily happy … 

 

It was some weeks later that Errehn persuaded Greh to come to see Aversham. ‘He’s not so 

much asking as begging to see you.’ 

Greh went reluctantly. He was very fond of J. Aversham, but recently he had been moving 

in more exciting circles – at the pinnacle of power. He had been looking at J.’s operations 

from above and below and using them for his own ends – and all this served to make him 

rather detached from Aversham himself. 

What was more, he knew what Aversham would want – lots of fuss and sex – and he 

would nag him (Gray) that he was working too hard. Greh knew that he was working too hard 

– he was on the job day and night, one way or the other – and he was loving every minute of 

it. And as the man behind the power in the first minister’s chair, he wasn’t eager to be nagged 

by Aversham. 

It was just as he expected. Aversham was all over him, complained he hadn’t seen him for 

weeks, asked where he’d been. ‘I called your people on Oh planet. They say you’re not there 

much these days.’ 

‘I call in,’ said Greh carelessly. ‘I get around.’ 

His human lover regarded him thoughtfully. The youth hadn’t aged since they first met – if 

anything he looked younger – but there was maturity and sureness of bearing about him. He 

looked lordly, self-assured, a man in command, far more than before. 

‘Well, never mind that now,’ he said gruffly. ‘Come to my arms, Gray.’ 
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Greh did, but J. felt that his affection was lacking something. It was hard to define that 

something, but he had the distinct impression that the youth had lost interest in him. 

Errehn could see that he had, and felt angrier than ever. He bitterly resented Greh’s 

relationship with McCrae. Partly, he was jealous; partly, he had hated the human ever since he 

was a child and blamed her for all his family’s sufferings. And now his lover was sleeping 

with her – no, worse, he was wearing her ring! – which meant some kind of human bond, 

Errehn knew, which made him feel even more angry. Partly, he had been hoping for a great 

triumphal battle to smash the Federation and destroy McCrae and Tiallamenthoulamou, and 

now that wouldn’t happen. Greh had won the Federation by stealth. As McCrae’s lover he 

was in fact in charge of the Federation now – everyone knew that it was McCrae, not the 

President, who really ran things. 

And Greh and McCrae had got the planetary assemblies up and running, and were laying 

plans for assemblies for each sector and for the Federation itself. They were still working out 

the details, but the plans would be ready by the time the planetary assemblies started 

demanding more. Errehn, who thought that the representative assemblies were an insult to 

Rhuaan authority, was disgusted at Greh. He could see that the planetary assemblies were a 

way of winning people’s support, but now that they had happened, did he have to give them 

power? Did he have to listen to them? Couldn’t he just push them to one side and let them 

wither away? 

Errehn felt isolated and abandoned. Yes, he had his family on Trer – his sister and her 

child (Greh’s child, although Greh had hardly seen her because Errehn’s and Rehn’s mother 

would not allow it) – and he was fairly friendly with the archaeologists on Teren. He was in 

charge on Oh planet, and he spent some time there. But his love and his joy was Greh – and 

Greh seemed to have lost interest in him, just as he had in Aversham. Errehn was in despair. 

He had tried talking to Aoan, who had just told him to go back to Oh and do some work. 

He had tried talking to Memnon, who had been more encouraging. ‘He’s in love, but don’t 

worry. You know the dragon lords can love many people, and he still loves you. This woman 

has his soul now, but she will not live long – she is old by human standards and will be dead 

before twenty years are past.’ 

To Errehn, who expected to live at least another 200 years, twenty years still seemed a very 

long time. And even after McCrae died, there was Sophie Walker – he knew that the Priestess 

wanted Greh to marry his niece. Memnon flicked her whiskers at this suggestion, and said, 

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Errehn. He loves Sophie as he would love his daughter. He has several 

children and he is only able to see Lysa and baby Krissie, so he gives his father-love to 

Sophie. But if he could see his daughters on Trer, he might not spend so much time with 

Sophie.’ She puffed out her tail a little and looked at him meaningfully. 

‘I don’t have any control over what my mother says,’ said Errehn huffily, ‘and I certainly 

don’t have any control over Horlerh.’ 

‘Well, perhaps you could try,’ said Memnon, and at that point Errehn decided that if she 

was only going to nag him he would let the subject drop. He would concentrate on running 

things on Oh, and keeping the freight and the passengers moving efficiently, and keeping the 

pirates up to scratch, and hope that Greh would remember him and be sorry and come back to 

him – but so far, he hadn’t. 

So here they were at last on Fairly planet with J. Aversham. And Greh, who used to be so 

devoted to Aversham – who had introduced Errehn to him and encouraged Errehn to be 

Aversham’s lover – Greh was refusing to do anything Aversham wanted. The man was 

getting more and more bewildered and frustrated. Greh was saying: ‘Yes, all right, darling, 

but I’ve been around, OK? I’ve slept with a lot of people since I last saw you. Perhaps I don’t 

want to do it that way. Perhaps I’d like a change.’ 
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And Aversham growled and said, ‘We’ll do it like I say, Gray. You always liked it best 

like this,’ and Greh said oh-so-sweetly, ‘Past tense correct, J. But now I prefer it differently.’ 

Errehn moved in and said, ‘I say we do it like J. wants’. But he could feel Greh’s 

resentment radiating from him, and he knew that this relationship – with J. – had a limited life 

expectancy. As for Greh’s relationship with him – that couldn’t end over such a little thing, 

could it? 

Aversham, apparently realising that he couldn’t get any more sex out of Greh, began to 

talk about the new collection. Errehn’s ears pricked up: here was something he could do with 

Greh, which Greh would enjoy. But Greh just appeared bored. Errehn flashed a hard look at 

him, but Greh ignored it. 

Errehn nudged him. ‘Thinking about your pet?’ he remarked. 

Greh’s eyes flashed and Errehn saw stars. ‘Watch your manners, Errehn,’ said Greh in a 

tone that Errehn didn’t care for. 

‘Hey, hey, boys,’ cried J., alarmed at this sudden outburst of anger between his love gods, 

‘what’s wrong?’ 

‘Greh’s missing his love nest,’ said Errehn, avoiding Greh’s gaze. 

‘And so I might,’ said Greh, ‘and she is missing me.’ 

‘What’s this?’ asked J., bewildered. 

‘Greh set up home,’ said Errehn. ‘Got himself a permanent hiring.’ 

‘Shut up,’ said Greh. Errehn found suddenly that he had no desire to speak. He shut up. 

‘J.,’ said Greh coolly, ‘since we last met – I’ve got married.’ 

J.’s mouth dropped open. ‘What? Gray – my darling – you can’t. How can you?’ 

‘I did. And she’s dynamite, and she won’t like me doing photo sessions for you. In fact I 

have express instructions that I’m not to do your visual this year – and she’ll only bear the 

photos with teeth gritted and both eyes shut.’ He looked J. straight in the eyes. ‘So that’s how 

it is,’ he ended. 

‘Does she know you were coming here?’ demanded Errehn, finding his voice again. 

‘Yes,’ said Greh, not looking at him. ‘I do tell her everything, and she tells me everything. 

It saves so much time.’ 

J.’s face looked as if he felt his world was falling apart. ‘Gray, my darling,’ he cried, ‘you 

can’t let me down. My customers depend on you – they’ll go mad if you’re not there.’ 

Greh considered this. He could change J.’s mind for him; he could march out. But he could 

see J.’s point. If he didn’t appear at all on the visual he could cause more unrest than by 

appearing in a short scene. On the other hand, Rose said, and Leel said, and he agreed, that in 

his present position he could not be prostituting himself in public. 

‘I know you do it behind closed doors,’ said Rose drily, ‘and I know why; and I agree that 

it does help to keep control over these people – but not on the visual, please, my dear. Some 

time you are going to have to admit to being my husband, and it could cause considerable 

scandal.’ 

He had agreed. Oddly, he had no great desire to appear on the visual. He was working as a 

drug pusher, a pimp, and a whore on several planets in the Federation, and this seemed to be 

satisfying his desire for such things. The rest of the time he was very happy to be at Rose’s 

side or in her arms, and he hated denying her anything. 

‘J.,’ he said at last, ‘I’ve promised my wife – no sex. I’ll walk and play and dance, but I 

won’t do sex. Sorry, darling.’ 

‘Dance?’ repeated J. ‘Do you dance?’ 

‘You must be the only person in the Federation who doesn’t know that,’ said Errehn drily, 

thinking of the famous visual recording of Greh and Sarah. Greh frowned at him, got to his 

feet in one swift movement and began to dance … 
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And when he had finished, he bowed low, arms outstretched, and held his position for five 

seconds, and then relaxed and stood up straight and said, ‘That’s it. Do you like it?’ 

‘Oh, wow,’ cried Errehn, ‘oh, Greh! You’re so beautiful!’ And he leapt to his feet, hugged 

his lover, pushing him backwards on to the floor as he kissed him, and they rolled across the 

floor in hot embrace. When they had finished and separated with a kiss, J. said, ‘Beautiful.’ 

‘J.’ said Greh, getting to his feet and dusting himself down, ‘I told you – no sex this time.’ 

‘We’ll see,’ said J. briskly. ‘And now we’d better get down there.’ 

 

Rose was anxious. Her husband had gone off early that morning to see that notorious pimp – 

for so he seemed to Rose – and businessman Aversham. He had said, apologetically, that 

Aversham was moping for him. He had clearly not been at all anxious to go. 

She had begged him not to get involved in Aversham’s publicity. She looked forward to 

the day she could present him to the Federation as her prize, her converted bandit, her 

beautiful husband. He had said, ‘Aversham’s a hard man to refuse, and he has a lot of 

influence. But I’ll do my best, darling.’ 

‘Just say no,’ she urged. 

He laughed, and kissed her, and left her. 

She always felt so lonely when he left, even if only for a few hours. She knew he had this 

effect on everyone, but nevertheless she could not rationalise it away. 

At teatime he reappeared, looking drained. She ran to his side; he embraced her warmly, 

and she returned the embrace. 

‘Are you all right?’ was her first question. 

‘Yes.’ He nodded emphatically. 

‘And did you –?’ 

‘No.’ He smiled at her. ‘Even though he almost went mad, and I don’t think Errehn is 

speaking to me any more.’ 

She brushed this aside: Errehn was only a Vairstown trendy and nothing next to her 

golden-haired demi-god. 

She led him to the couch at the side of her office and fetched him a cup of coffee. He 

sipped it appreciatively. She sat down next to him. 

‘What did you do?’ she asked cautiously. 

‘On the visual? I danced.’ He smiled. ‘I didn’t undress, or do anything at all except dance. 

J. went mad, but Sal – the director – was happy. She said I was dream-like.’ He shrugged. ‘So 

she’s happy, at least.’ 

‘My dear,’ she said, clasping his arm, ‘you worry too much about what your people think. 

Don’t you realise they worship you? They may be angry now, but they’ll get over it quickly 

enough and run back to you. You need to assert yourself, darling.’ 

He laughed. ‘Yes, I suppose so!’ 

She punched him lightly. ‘Is this the man who stole a thousand ships from under my nose? 

Or a timid mouse?’ 

He laughed more wholeheartedly and kissed her. ‘J. was my first human. I always feel 

submissive with him. This time I was being assertive – he didn’t like it.’ 

‘He’ll have to get used to it,’ she retorted. 

 

Errehn was furious with Greh. How dare he waltz off and leave him and J. in the middle of a 

shoot? And was he – Errehn – to have no partner? 

In the end he had J., and they made love very sweetly on camera, but it wasn’t the same. J. 

was very bewildered. He kept saying, ‘He’s acting very oddly, Errehn. Is he all right?’ 
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‘Yes, never better,’ said Errehn. ‘He’s just getting above himself.’ But then – was Greh 

getting above himself? After all, Greh was the most powerful creature in the galaxy. Was 

Greh just getting into himself – finding his true level? 

The completed visual, however, was impressive. Greh danced his way through it, in short 

sequences superimposed on other scenes, or interspersed between other shots, as if he were 

the godling of the company whose dancing maintained all it did, whose dancing epitomised 

the creativity of the whole business … the film ended with his final bow, fully clothed, yet 

somehow it didn’t matter. He was sensuality incarnate. Even fully clothed he was utterly 

desirable. 

Errehn watched the first showing with a sharp pain of longing. Oh, Greh! Where have you 

gone? Why have you gone? 

 

Greh was with Rose McCrae. They were in bed, in fond embrace. They had made love – his 

hair was wound around her hands and fingers – they kissed each other. 

Rose said, ‘Now, business, my dear: this Federal Assembly.’ 

‘Yes,’ murmured Greh, half asleep. 

‘We need to settle on the site. Which means something as simple as looking at a map.’ 

‘We need to look at the site on the ground, too,’ said Greh. 

‘I thought so. Which means we two, my dear, will be seen out in public together. What are 

we to do with your hair?’ 

‘I’ve thought about that. I’ll wear a coat over it.’ 

‘Will that be comfortable for you?’ Rose was concerned. She knew that he had to absorb 

light through his hair in order to live. 

‘As long as I don’t wear a hat, and it’s a bright day, I should be able to absorb enough 

sunlight through my exposed hair to carry on. Of course I can’t cover my hair for any great 

length of time.’ 

Rose kissed his hair. Such lovely, lovely hair … 

‘Will it affect your transmission?’ 

‘A little. I’ll cope.’ 

She kissed him tenderly, and he pressed eagerly against her. 

They got up early the next morning, showered together and dressed. They ate breakfast 

served by Rose’s housekeeper, who had decided by this time (and looking at the rings which 

her two charges were wearing) that the Professor had married her assistant, but she wasn’t 

telling anyone about it. The Professor took a warm coat against the spring breezes – her 

assistant put on a coat which the housekeeper hadn’t seen before, over his long hair. They 

went out to the official tracer vehicle, and got in the back, and were driven to Rose’s office. 

They never kissed or held hands in the Tracer, in case they were noticed. Once in Rose’s 

office, however, they kissed warmly. Coats were removed and hung on a hook on the wall. 

Rose went to a map of Trer city which hung on the wall, and began to point out suitable sites 

for the new assembly building. 

Greh listened and looked. All the sites were in the grassy, tree-lined area in the centre part 

of the city where the university, the government offices and the city parks were. It was his 

opinion that the assembly should not be too close to the government offices, so that the 

assembly could be seen to be independent of the government. They discussed access and trace 

links. They discussed security issues. 

At ten o’clock a Gustu guard came in with a tray with two cups of coffee on it, and 

biscuits. They drank and ate and decided which sites they should go and examine on foot. 

Rose called the commander of the guard and briefed her on what she wanted – a small group 

of plain-clothes guards to accompany her on a walk across the park to spy out the land, as she 
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put it. Four guards were delegated to the task, and were awaiting them in the entrance foyer 

within ten minutes. 

Rose and Greh walked downstairs arm-in-arm, both wearing outdoor coats. The guards fell 

in behind them. They set off through the park. 

It was a beautiful sunny morning, though with a cold wind – Trer, Greh thought, was 

always cold. The first flowers were pushing up and here and there the brown of the flower 

beds or the green of the grass was interspersed with clumps of yellow or white. A bird 

chittered from a tree; Greh held out a hand and called silently to it and it flew on to his finger. 

He showed it to Rose: a little furry animal with leathery wings. She laughed and he let it fly 

away. 

‘How strange the birds are here,’ he said.  

‘What other sort are there?’ 

‘You remember the birds we saw on Earth?’ He was referring to their honeymoon visit to 

Siberia. ‘On Earth they have feathers.’ 

‘Feathers?’ she repeated. ‘I don’t remember noticing them.’ 

‘They’re a bit difficult to describe,’ he said. ‘Sometime we must go again and I’ll show 

you.’ 

She shook her head at him and said, ‘Earth is being so obstructive it hardly even listens to 

me now. I told them our carriers’ (she meant Greh’s carriers) ‘are accredited by the 

Federation, and they’re still trying to deny them access.’ 

He sighed, and said: ‘I’ll have to go and sort them out.’ 

They climbed a rise and stood at the highest point of the park, looking down across its 

green expanse. Beyond that lay the great city of Trer. From where they stood they could hear 

traffic noises and see the tracers on the trace rails, running back and forth. 

‘We’ll go down here first,’ said Rose, and led the way down a path to their right. 

They walked arm in arm. Greh thought dreamily of how little they had been out together – 

except for their wedding and a short stay in Siberia. It was very pleasant walking with the 

human woman he loved, hearing her voice, feeling her warm arm against his … 

‘This is the first site we identified,’ said Rose. Greh looked around at a stream running 

through a valley, with trees carefully managed and a rockery. ‘We can’t build here,’ he said. 

‘It’s too pretty to build on.’ 

She shook her head at him. ‘Oh, you romantic! We’ll walk on, then.’ 

So they walked on to the next possible site. He wanted to kiss her, but felt it would be too 

much for the guards. She felt the same. 

Children were playing – humans and Gustu – in a play area to their left. They were 

laughing and throwing a ball about. Two, standing to one side, were playing a clapping game. 

As they approached, Greh could hear what they were singing as they clapped: 

‘Graham, Graham Bradley, 

Rules the whole wide galaxy…’ 

He blushed blue and turned to Rose. She gave him an amused smile. ‘What are they 

singing?’ she asked, as if unbelieving. 

He led her a little closer, so that she could hear the rest of it. 

‘Hey-ey, he’s gone away, 

Said he could not stay, 

When will he come back again, 

Graham, Graham Bradley?’ 

Rose smiled drily and said, ‘So you are now reduced to the level of a school children’s 

hero.’ 

‘They’ve been singing it for a few years on Earth. Obviously it’s got out here now.’ 
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They walked on. Rose pondered her husband’s fame. The children seemed to regard him as 

some sort of saviour figure, someone whose coming was longed-for, whose departure was 

deeply regretted. As for ‘rules the whole wide galaxy’, it wasn’t true, but in effect he did rule 

this arm of it, with her. 

She realised that she felt a little jealous, and wondered why. Was she jealous of his fame, 

of his popularity? Then she realised that it was because she wanted him to herself – she didn’t 

want to have to share him with the children or with anyone. She wanted to shout: ‘He’s mine! 

You can’t have him!’ 

He squeezed her arm and said softly, ‘But you have got me, and they haven’t – so don’t be 

jealous, darling.’ 

She was used to his reading her mind now. She smiled at him, and they walked on. 

The second prospective site was a wide open area of grass. They both felt that this was a 

better site than the first, and walked all round, pacing out the size of the hall and deciding how 

it should be laid out. Then they walked on to the last site. ‘This would do,’ said Greh, ‘but 

we’re rather close to the University. The University may complain.’ 

‘Perhaps,’ said Rose, dismissively. They walked the site again, and then went back to the 

government building, in time for Rose’s meeting with Leel at eleven. 

Greh sat in Rose’s office and went through her post, dealing with routine items. There 

were a few urgent matters, which he was also authorised to deal with, so he dealt with them. 

In the meantime there were a few calls – he dealt with them. 

Rose returned from Leel’s office with approval for the use of their second site. ‘We now 

need to find an architect.’ 

‘We’ll go out to tender,’ said Greh. 

‘Yes. There are procedures,’ said Rose, ‘which we may as well follow in this instance, in 

order to stifle as many objections as possible.’ 

Greh smiled. He had not been long assisting Rose before realising that whatever the 

government did, someone would complain. He went to the computer and asked it to display 

the procedures for putting projects out to tender… 

He spent most of the rest of the day on this, while Rose dealt with other government 

business. They packed up at 10.00pm and went back to Rose’s home, to dine and to bed, and 

a long luxurious time of love-making together. 

 

Bob Meurs was extremely pleased when he came out of the planetary assembly late one 

evening and into his official office, to see a certain youthful golden-haired figure standing in 

the middle of the room. So pleased, in fact, that he dropped his briefcase, ran to his guest and 

engulfed him in his embrace. 

‘Goldie,’ he breathed, and kissed him. Goldie returned his kiss warmly.  

‘Goldie,’ exclaimed Bob again as he drew back for breath, ‘where have you been, my god, 

my heart? Where did you go?’ 

‘I’ve been at Coran’s and I’ve been around,’ said Goldie, sounding a little put out. ‘Where 

have you been, Bob? I haven’t seen you at Coran’s at all.’ 

‘I’ve been busy. There’s so much to do,’ said Bob eagerly. ‘It’s all so exciting, Goldie. I 

must tell you about it – are you coming home with me?’ 

‘Yes, darling,’ said Goldie. ‘That’s why I’m here.’ 

Bob swept him into his arms and bore him out like a bride to his vehicle. 

Later, after a meal, and a bath, and Goldie stripping for Bob, and sex, and more sex – after 

all this, as they lay in bed together, Goldie said: ‘I’m glad you’re happy in your new post, 

darling.’ 

‘It’s wonderful. There’s so much to do – and I feel we’re really making a difference.’ 

‘Good,’ said Goldie, kissing him. 
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‘There’s just the problem of Security,’ said Bob. ‘They’re Federation-run, not Planetary. 

And they can be awkward.’ 

‘Then don’t we need a Federal assembly? I thought we discussed this ages ago, darling.’ 

‘Yes, but – Hell, Goldie, the President will never agree to it!’ 

‘Does she have to? If all the assemblies demanded a Federal Assembly, then wouldn’t she 

have to agree?’ Goldie stroked his lover’s chest gently with both hands as he spoke – it was 

broad and furry, not cuddlesome like Rose’s chest. 

‘Perhaps – maybe. Come here,’ and Bob pulled Goldie to him and kissed him. There was 

no more talking after that. 

 

When Bob went to the assembly in the morning, Goldie went to see Coran. Then he went to 

see a few more people … 

 

He got back to Rose at teatime. His wife pressed a cup of coffee on him and said, ‘How did it 

go, dear?’ 

Greh sat down on the couch with his legs under him, and beckoned to Rose to sit next to 

him. He put an arm about her and said, ‘I think they’ve swallowed the bait. I’ll do a little 

more planting tomorrow and then let them get on with it.’ 

Rose kissed him and said, ‘Sweetly done, my dear.’ 

He smiled tenderly at her. ‘Thank you, darling.’ 

 

As it happened, he was late back to Rose the following day because Aimee called him. 

‘Greh,’ she said, ‘where have you been? We hardly see you.’ 

‘You see me once a week,’ he said, clearly ruffled by her reproaches, ‘and as you refuse to 

marry me –’ 

‘– I’m still thinking about it,’ she said defensively, ‘and Mike misses you too.’ 

‘I have been coming once a week,’ he said. ‘I do have things to do elsewhere.’ 

‘Andy misses you too.’ 

‘I’ll walk down and see him. I’ve told him to call me if he needs me.’ 

‘You know we don’t like doing that. We like you to come without being asked.’ 

‘Darling, you know I have all sorts of things to think of. If I forget my loving ones for a 

few hours, they must remind me.’ 

‘All sorts of things. Such as your niece? How old is she? Four?’ 

‘Six. She had a birthday last week.’ 

‘What did you give her? A wedding ring?’ 

Greh was annoyed. He had made a point of not telling his lovers that he had married Rose 

– to spare their feelings and to protect Rose from their jibes – so now they assumed that he 

must have married someone else! Should he break it to Aimee that she had waited so long to 

say ‘yes’ that she had been supplanted by someone who said ‘yes’ more willingly? But what 

was the point? It would only make her angrier than ever. 

‘No. I didn’t give her anything. I’m not supposed to be seeing her at all.’ 

‘You just go and tuck her up in bed every night.’ 

‘Not every night. I’m just her uncle, Aimee. Some nights she likes to say goodnight to me 

so I go and see her then. She does call me – unlike you.’ 

‘So when are you getting married?’ demanded Aimee. 

‘I’ll marry the first person who’s old enough and says “yes”.’ 

‘I meant Sophie.’ 

‘I’m not marrying her. She’ll probably have lost interest in me by the time she’s old 

enough.’ 

‘When is old enough?’ 
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‘Sixteen. Honestly, Aimee, have some pride! Why are you jealous of a six-year-old? You 

could have me any moment you wanted, if you’d only say “yes” yourself.’ 

He stared straight into her eyes. She blinked, shook her head and looked away. ‘OK,’ she 

said, but he could see her mind fuzz with panic at the possibility of losing her self-

determination – she wasn’t going to say ‘yes’ now, or probably ever. 

‘If you want to know,’ he said patiently, ‘I’ve been about the Federation, keeping an eye 

on the planetary assemblies and rousing support for a Federal assembly.’ 

‘It will never happen. The President won’t have it.’ 

‘She’ll have to have it if everyone demands it.’ 

‘It’s never made her do anything before.’ 

Greh gave it up – he was tired of arguing. ‘Aimee, darling,’ he said gently, ‘don’t be 

cross.’ He put his arms about her and kissed her tenderly. ‘What do you want me to do – carry 

you off by force? You screamed and struggled when I tried to do that.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ said Aimee irritably, ‘perhaps I’m worried I’m in love with an amoral 

paedophile.’ 

‘I’ve never touched Sophie. And I won’t, not until she’s sixteen, and then only if she’s asks 

me. Now, will you let me kiss you or are you going to take me to talk to Andy?’ 

She swallowed hard. She looked him in the eye. ‘One kiss,’ she said, ‘and then Andy.’ 

They exchanged a fond kiss, but she was angry with him for not coming more often, and 

he was annoyed with her for refusing him and yet wanting him to be tied to her. When he got 

back to Rose, she could see that he was annoyed, and coaxed the reason for his irritation out 

of him. ‘Oh, these archaeologists! They’re so idealistic and impractical. They hardly know 

what day of the week it is.’ 

‘It’s their idealism I like,’ admitted her husband. 

‘I know, I know, because you’d like to have that luxury. Those of us in government have to 

put our ideals aside and deal with real life every day. Why don’t you go and talk to your other 

friends – the ones who run your governments? They know what’s what.’ 

He could see from her mind that she was thinking of Memnon. ‘Memnon’s very pleased 

that the assemblies are going so well.’ 

Rose nodded. ‘They were her idea, weren’t they? I’ve never had much time for Marys, but 

that one seems to have her head screwed on straight.’ 

‘I think she’d like a job here.’ 

‘I think she’s more useful doing your trouble-shooting. Those planetary governors of yours 

in the low sectors – she seems to be able to handle them much better than Leel’s people ever 

could.’ 

Greh nodded. ‘I think people know that her mum makes space ships, and they hope she’ll 

sell them some.’ 

‘Don’t be silly! They know a good politician when they meet one.’ 

He took her point; he knew she was right. Where government was concerned, she was 

nearly always right. 

 

Lysa was more worried about Aimee. She asked, as she did every day, about Greh’s ‘Lady 

Rose’, and then Anja asked laughingly after Andy – she often wondered how that ‘big 

lumbering human’ was getting on – and Greh admitted that some of his friends on Teren were 

not very happy with him at the moment. ‘Andy’s OK,’ he said. ‘In fact I think he’s happy that 

I’m not there, because he prefers to have Aimee to himself. But Aimee is cross with me. She 

thinks I should be there more often.’ 

‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Anja, who was breast-feeding Lysa’s little sister, Krissie. ‘She 

wants to keep you at arm’s length, then she wants you to stay with her. She can’t have it both 

ways.’ 
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‘But she knows you have to rule the Empire, Daddy,’ said Lysa. ‘She knows you can’t be 

there.’ 

‘She does know, but she doesn’t like it.’ 

‘But you can’t, Daddy. You have to be everywhere. You have to launch the assemblies. 

You have to make good government. You’re emperor of the far-sectors,’ said Lysa. 

‘Am I, duck?’ 

‘Yes. Lord Faroan is emperor of the near-sectors, but he’s never been beyond sector six. 

You’re emperor out there.’ Lysa gestured with a hand towards the sky, indicating the part of 

the heavens where the stars were thickest. 

‘I didn’t think there could be more than one emperor at a time,’ said Greh cautiously. 

‘Oh, there can. And anyway Lord Faroan doesn’t want to be emperor of the far-sectors. 

He’s got enough to do here,’ said Lysa firmly. 

Anja was smiling broadly. ‘We’ve got it all worked out, darling,’ she said to Greh. ‘Aoan 

said that Wiroan told her that you will be emperor, so we have to find a way to have two 

emperors.’ 

‘Yes, he told me that, too,’ said Greh. ‘I haven’t really been thinking about it. There’s too 

much to do.’ 

‘And Aimee is cross! Well, the worse for her. What else is she cross about?’ Anja was 

dismissive. 

‘She thinks I see too much of Sophie.’ 

‘Because you tuck her into bed at night!’ Lysa retorted. ‘You come and see me in the day 

time, Daddy. Is she jealous of me, too?’ 

‘No,’ said Greh. He hesitated. ‘I don’t know why not.’ 

‘It’s because she’s human,’ said Anja. ‘She doesn’t think we count!’ 

Oh dear, thought Greh. Is my lovely Aimee racist? He sincerely hoped that she was not – 

but feared that Anja might be right. ‘Let’s not talk about her,’ he said quickly. ‘What were 

you doing at school this morning, Lysa? You’re learning a poem for a play – how’s that 

coming on?’ 

Lysa and Anja exchanged glances – he’s changing the subject again, but we know why and 

we’ll put up with it – and Lysa began to recite to her father the old Gustu poetry which she 

had been learning in class. 

*   *   * 

It was twelve months later, after a year of strenuous campaigning by the planetary assemblies, 

that President Leel announced the institution of a representative Federal Assembly. In the 

crowd of government officials present at her announcement were Professor Rose McCrae, 

Head of Security and Second Minister, and McCrae’s young assistant, Gray Walker. Popular 

gossip said that McCrae slept with the handsome youth; a few nagging tongues said that they 

were married. Didn’t they both wear rings? And you should see them stealing a kiss when 

they think no one is looking … He’s so good looking it’s a wonder what he sees in her – her 

power, perhaps – but of her one can certainly say that she has good taste. And at least it shows 

she’s a real woman, not some sort of mindless tyrant. 

Overall, the presence of her handsome partner did Rose’s public image no harm and even 

made her more popular. No one commented that the handsome youth looked like Graham 

Bradley – he was shorter and slighter and he kept his hair under control, and his face was a 

slightly different shape. If people saw a resemblance, they only assumed that he came from 

the same sector as Bradley. 

He sat quietly beside Rose during Leel’s speech, listening attentively but gravely. After the 

announcement, when they rose and went out of the government hall (where the 

representatives of the journals and visuals sat recording everything), he went out with Rose; 
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when the journal-reps and visual-reps surged around outside asking questions, he fended them 

gently back from Rose and made them ask their questions in turn and politely. 

To the question, ‘Will this mean you have less power, Professor?’ Rose answered shortly, 

‘No.’ 

‘Why not?’ came the question. 

‘Because now when I make a decision it will be ratified by Assembly and will have more 

legal force than now,’ rejoined Rose. 

‘How can you be so confident that the Assembly will ratify your decisions?’ 

‘Any rational person who scrutinises my decisions will approve them,’ said Rose. Then she 

moved on through the crowd to her tracer vehicle, Greh just behind her. The other ministers 

likewise went to their vehicles and drove down to the proposed site of the Federal Assembly 

Building, where various visuals were taken. 

Then everyone went back to their offices. Greh and Rose went back to the Government 

Building by tracer – to avoid the crowds – and paused for an embrace and kiss before 

returning to their work. 

‘How do you find the crowds, darling?’ asked Rose. 

‘Trying,’ he said, shaking back his hair, which felt limp after being restrained by his coat. 

‘You’ll have to get used to them,’ she said, laughing, and he smiled and kissed her again. 

 

So both Federal and Imperial sectors now had representative assemblies, with the exception of 

Earth. Earth stood aloof. The Federal government on Earth – supported in this policy by the 

national governments – refused to follow the Federation in giving electoral representation, 

and did everything possible to hamper trade via Imperial carriers. For a long time Earth’s 

politicians managed to avoid openly violating the Federal agreement which bound each planet 

to permit free trade within the Federation; but at last the day came when Mick reported to 

Greh via interstellar communication that Greh’s freight vessels, carrying Federal goods, had 

been turned back from spaceports on Earth. 

‘What we have is effectively a unilateral declaration of independence,’ said Rose. ‘I think 

this falls into your sphere of operations, dear.’ 

‘I’ll go and take a look at them,’ said Greh, a little reluctantly, because he knew it would 

probably take him some time and effort to sort Earth out. 
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8. Peace on Earth and mercy … 

 

Sophie Walker sat in class. The teacher was talking about cosmology. In the fourth year of 

primary school, cosmology was taught only at a very basic level, and Sophie – who had been 

talking to her uncle and reading up on the subject from books in the local library – found she 

knew more than the teacher was telling them. 

The teacher had hung a big poster on the wall, which showed in two dimensions the whole 

of sectors two to nine, with major planets. Sophie saw that there was no mention of the 

Imperial planets – it was all Federal space. Thorion was not marked. She knew that she 

mustn’t tell anyone about Uncle Graham, so she couldn’t say, ‘Why isn’t Thorion on the 

chart?’ Halleh was marked as a major planet, but Abbaba and Oh were only small dots, the 

names not even visible from where she sat half-way down the classroom. 

The teacher was saying, ‘You’ll see that most of the inhabited planets are in sectors seven 

to nine. That’s because the stars are denser there because it’s nearer the centre of the galaxy. 

But we out here are very important to the Federation because we produce copper which is a 

vital part of space ships.’ 

She’s talking as if the Empire didn’t even exist, Sophie thought crossly, and she sagged 

forwards, put her elbows on the desk and her chin in her hands. The rest of the class seemed 

to share her frustration. 

‘We aren’t important to the Feds,’ Bill Townsend was saying. ‘That’s why we should 

support the Imperials.’ 

The teacher turned horrified eyes upon him. ‘Bill! That’s treasonable talk!’    

‘That’s what my Dad says,’ maintained Bill. 

‘And mine,’ said his friend Jack Durant. 

‘And mine,’ said their friend Sean Pretty. 

‘It’s stupid,’ said Sally Morris. ‘Why can’t we support the Imperials?’ 

‘I like that Graham Bradley,’ said Elma Strickland. ‘I’m going to marry him when I grow 

up.’ 

‘So am I,’ said Anne Harcourt. 

‘You can’t,’ said Bill. ‘He’s married to General Aoan.’ 

‘No, he isn’t,’ said Elma. ‘He’s married to Aimee Neasden.’ 

‘Well, he can’t marry you, then,’ said Bill. 

‘He can,’ said Elma. ‘Emperors can marry as many people as they like.’ 

Sophie was annoyed. She vaguely remembered Aimee Neasden, and she thought that 

General Aoan was her uncle’s colleague, not his wife. She wanted to shout, ‘He isn’t married 

to them, and he’s going to marry me.’ But then she caught sight of the teacher’s face, and fell 

silent. 

‘I don’t think that your parents would like to hear you saying all these things,’ said the 

teacher in a loud, firm voice. 

‘They would,’ said Elma. 

‘My Dad says the Feds are rubbish,’ said Sean. 

‘I mean,’ said the teacher clearly, ‘It’s dangerous talk that could land you all in jail.’ 

The children muttered rebelliously. 

‘Now, I don’t want to know what your parents say,’ the teacher went on, ‘because then I 

won’t have to report you. If you can all be quiet, I’ll get on with the lesson.’ 

‘Bloody police state,’ muttered Bill. It was what his father said. 

Sophie sat sunk in gloom. She wished Uncle Graham would come and conquer Earth. Why 

didn’t he conquer Earth, like Abbaba and Oh? 
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During the lunch break the children discussed the subject in the playground, and Bill – as 

ever – had an answer for that one. ‘He’s undermining the economy and making it rely on 

Imperial merchandise. Then our governor will just have to give in.’ 

Bill had got this from his parents, but he understood roughly what it meant. The others had 

other ideas. ‘He’s busy fighting the Feds.’ 

‘He doesn’t want to kill people.’ 

‘He’s going to attack the Earth next.’ 

The playground supervisors – elderly women employed by the school to keep order 

between classes – saw the group huddled in conspiracy and came across to break up the 

discussion. ‘Don’t stand there talking, kids – go and play! Run off your lunch!’ 

So they went, unwillingly. 

Sophie said to her mum, when she collected her from school at the end of the day, ‘Mum, 

the teacher said she would have to report people for supporting the Imperials. Who would she 

report to?’ 

Julie gave her daughter a sharp glance. ‘Who was supporting the Imperials?’ 

‘We were doing cosmology today,’ said Sophie. 

‘But who was supporting the Imperials?’ 

Sophie didn’t care for her mother’s tone and wished she’d never asked the question. ‘I 

don’t know,’ she said. 

Julie gave her another sharp glance and decided not to pursue the subject. ‘She’d report 

them to the police, duck. To your Dad or his colleagues.’ 

‘I see,’ said Sophie quietly. 

‘He has to report any Imperial supporters to his superior,’ said Julie, ‘even his own family.’ 

‘What do they do to them?’ asked Sophie. 

‘That depends. Sometimes nothing. Sometimes they put them in prison. Sometimes they 

kill them.’ She thought of the rebels in Volyn who had been killed by their government for 

alleged involvement with the Imperials. The Earth governor had sent in an armed EU 

peacekeeping force in response, which had overthrown the Volyn government and put in an 

interim administration in its place. It had been all on the orders of Rose McCrae, chief of 

Federal Security, so in fact the Earth government didn’t kill people for supporting the 

Imperials, but the example might stop Sophie going on and on about them. 

Sophie bit her lip. She had a feeling that her mum was trying to scare her, deliberately 

trying to warn her off her uncle. She decided not to ask any more. 

That night as she lay in her bed in her own little room, she called in her head for ‘Uncle 

Graham’, and in a moment he was there, a faintly glowing figure kneeling by her bed, lovely 

and kind, kissing her forehead. 

‘Hello, Sophie,’ he said into her mind. ‘How are you?’ 

She kissed his cheek and said, ‘Scared.’ 

‘Scared? Why?’ He put an arm about her. 

‘Mummy says I might be killed.’ 

‘What? Why?’ 

‘For supporting you.’ 

He looked anxiously into her eyes and saw all the events of the day, her teacher, her 

rebellious schoolfriends, and Julie, anxious and defensive. 

‘They wouldn’t kill children,’ he said. ‘But they do watch everyone.’ 

‘Will they put me in prison?’ 

‘No. They wouldn’t do anything to children.’ 

‘What about Bill’s Dad?’ 
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Graham sighed. ‘I can see I’ll have to do more here. I was hoping not to have to force the 

issue, so as not to have to kill anyone, but just take over government by stealth – but clearly it 

isn’t going to work.’ 

‘Bill says you’re undermining the economy.’ 

He smiled. ‘Not really. I’m taking it over. Soon I’ll own most of Earth’s industry and trade. 

But don’t tell anyone.’ 

‘Why don’t you just invade Earth?’ 

‘Then people would get killed, duck. And there are so many people on Earth – and they 

don’t like being conquered. I would rather take them over slowly, so they don’t even notice.’ 

‘But won’t the police notice and arrest people?’ 

 ‘I have my spies. Clearly I need even more.’ He gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Do you want 

a goodnight story, duck?’ 

She smiled up at him. ‘Cinderella!’ It was her favourite. He sat on the end of her bed and 

she snugged down under the bedclothes, head laid on her pillow, gazing lovingly up at him as 

he told her the tale, until it came to the happy ending and she drifted away happily into sleep. 

 

The next day, Sophie had to go to her Gran’s house after school. While she was drinking a 

cup of orange squash, a knock came at the back door, and in burst a woman whom Sophie 

knew as ‘Mick’s mum’ – Mick being her Uncle Graham’s friend. 

‘Oh, Glenda!’ she exclaimed, ‘the police tried to arrest Mick!’ 

‘Is he all right?’ cried Sophie’s Gran, getting up at once from her seat at the kitchen table, 

clasping her friend’s hands and patting them reassuringly. 

‘Yes – he refused to go with them – they went away. But it was such a shock. I’m so 

worried. They can’t arrest him. He’s totally legal. But they accused him of fraternising with 

the enemy – they mean Graham. What has come over them? He has everything tied down – 

he’s got all the licences, everything they’ve told him to do. He even supplies them with light 

bulbs, for goodness’ sake!’ 

‘Have a cup of tea, duck?’ asked Glenda Bradley. 

‘Yes – please – yes, I will.’ Mick’s mum sat down at the kitchen table. ‘Hello, Sophie 

duck,’ she said, smiling through her anxiety at the child. ‘You’re looking well. Two sugars, 

please,’ she added in answer to a query from Glenda. 

Glenda Bradley handed her a steaming mug of tea, which her guest took gratefully and 

sipped. 

‘It’s terrible,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what to do. Everything’s been going so smoothly, 

then suddenly this, out of the blue. He didn’t know a thing until they were there, on the 

doorstep. And he’s gone to every length to comply with the regulations. He’s even being 

undercut because of the extra import licences and everything.’ She shook her head in 

perplexity. 

‘What exactly is he accused of?’ asked Glenda, reseating herself at the table. 

‘That’s just it – it’s not clear – fraternising with the enemy! But Graham’s hardly the 

enemy, is he? The last I heard, he was doing jobs for Federal Security – they got him in to 

help clear up that mess in Volyn.’ 

Glenda shook her head – she tried not to pay too much attention to international affairs, as 

they only worried her. 

‘Have the police been here?’ asked her friend. ‘Has David said anything?’ 

‘No, only that I shouldn’t talk to Graham – but when I offer him the garden spade he runs a 

mile.’ 

‘I’m worried, Glenda. There’s something up – you mark my words, there’s something up! 

Something we don’t know about. Someone’s up to something, and they’re trying to cut off 
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Earth’s external trade. Can you imagine it? It will be like it was before Graham went away – 

no light bulbs, no safety pins, no fuses – all the little things.’ 

‘Surely they can’t. There’ll be civil war.’ 

‘It’s madness. Absolute madness.’ 

Sophie stopped listening. Where was Uncle Graham? Why didn’t he protect Mick? She 

thought he had got everything sorted out, so that Mick could import things and everyone 

could have them. Wouldn’t she be able to have any more nice dolls, or toys, or games? 

But, as she discovered later, Graham was already with Mick, deciding their next move. 

‘This is getting out of hand,’ Gray was saying. ‘On-planet Security are getting above 

themselves. I’ll have to go and reason with them.’ 

‘Can you do that?’ Mick asked. ‘Won’t they just arrest you?’ 

‘No, not the way I’m going.’ Mick regarded his friend apprehensively: Gray’s face was 

grim. Mick knew that Gray was into some pretty exciting things and he had to do some hard 

bargaining sometimes – as he had in Volyn recently, for instance – but the Gray he always 

saw was the cheering, bantering one, casual and apparently laid back, never particularly het-

up over anything. On the other hand, until now they’d been running rings around Earth’s 

trading regulations, bypassing every restriction with ease. Only now, for the first time, were 

they stymied. 

‘How are you going?’ he asked. 

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Gray retorted. ‘Do you have a plan of the government buildings in 

Paris?’ 

‘Are you joking?’ snorted Mick. ‘Why would I want one of those?’ 

Greh shrugged in frustration. As a citizen of Earth he was accustomed to the continual 

infighting between the rival powers on Earth, but as Rose’s right-hand man he was thoroughly 

fed up with it. The fact that as a British citizen Mick looked to the government in London 

(ruling Britain) or possibly in Brussels (ruling the EU) but certainly not in Paris (the Federal 

Governor) summed up the chaotic state of Federal authority on this planet. 

He thought quickly. He could go back to Rose’s office and look at her records, but he 

knew that her information would be seven years out of date. If this were Trer, there would be 

information on the computer network, but there was still no effective computer network on 

Earth. 

He decided to go and look it up in the City Library. He took Mick with him, as Mick had a 

valid library card; Gray’s had expired five years previously. 

They took one of the shuttle buses into town, walked up Belvoir (pronounced Beaver) 

Street, and into the City Library. Mick negotiated with the librarian on the enquiry desk, who 

looked at Gray’s identity card – the one in the name of Gray Walker – and issued him with a 

day pass. 

They entered the library, and went to the ‘Travel’ section. After going through several 

books, they found one with a fold-out map of Paris which included a plan of the government 

offices. Gray stood and studied it for a few minutes. 

‘Can we copy this?’ he said at last, reaching in his pocket for his caller – the new design 

from Herluin incorporated a small camera. 

‘No, it won’t fit on the screen,’ said Mick. ‘We’ll borrow it.’ He took it out on his library 

card. ‘We’ve got it for two weeks.’ 

‘I won’t need it for that long,’ said Gray. 

They took the book back to Mick’s house and Gray studied it carefully, memorising it. At 

last he said, ‘Right, I’m off. I’ll be back later. Don’t panic if I’m a little while.’ Then he 

vanished in a flash of light. 

Mick, who had shielded his eyes just in time, shook his head to clear it, and went to make 

himself a cup of tea while he waited. 
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Gray materialised in Government House in Paris. It was the office of the official whom Rose 

dealt with most often – not the governor but the chief security officer. 

The officer was reading documents at his desk, and did not look up when Gray appeared. 

Not until Gray lent across his desk and tapped on his arm did he look up and see Gray 

standing looking down at him. He reacted immediately: ‘Who are you and what do you 

want?’ – reaching for the alarm on his desk. 

Gray slapped a protective hand across the alarm button. ‘I am Gray Walker and I have 

come from Professor Rose McCrae of Federal Security. What do you think you’re playing at, 

Fischen?’ 

Gert Fischen – a man with an unfortunately German name for an official working in 

France – scowled at him. ‘I know you,’ he declared. ‘You’re McCrae’s fancy boy. I’ve heard 

of you – even seen you in the journal.’ 

‘Very well,’ Gray retorted, ‘and I’m here to do McCrae’s dirty work for her. I have in my 

pocket the order for your dismissal. Now, are you going to tell me why you’re blocking all 

off-planet trade? Earth is a Federal planet, or so you keep assuring us.’ 

‘So it is.’ 

‘So why are you stopping our ships?’ 

‘They’re piratical vessels.’ 

‘They were, but we bought them off the pirates because it was cheaper than building our 

own.’ 

Fischen didn’t even blink at this, but went straight into his next argument. ‘Earth’s 

economy needs protection while it’s recovering from years of depression. There’s growth in 

the Asian and North American industrial base at last, but it’s still weak. So we’re stopping all 

off-planet competition.’ 

‘Protectionism is contrary to the terms of the Federal agreement: free trade between all 

planets.’ 

‘This is a crisis situation.’ 

‘It’s been a crisis for a long time, but now it’s started recovering. Why slap on your 

embargo now? Now you could ruin all chance of recovery.’ 

‘Decision by the Executive Council.’ 

‘Really? Very well, here’s my last offer. You get that embargo lifted by midnight Paris 

time tonight or we’ll be bringing in our goods with armed escort. Your embargo is an 

effective declaration of independence, Fischen. You’ve ignored every order that’s come to 

you from Trer for the last five years; this is the last straw. Either you lift that embargo or 

we’re taking this government out – and that means you.’ 

Fischen folded his arms and raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you threatening me?’ he enquired. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Are you denying us the right to take the steps we deem necessary to deal with an on-

planet crisis?’ 

‘Yes, when it contravenes the terms of the Federal agreement.’ 

‘It’s for Earth’s sake we’re doing this.’ 

‘Is it? You don’t produce your own light bulbs, nails, wire, tools, medicines – stop imports 

and there will be planet-wide shortages. You don’t produce them and you don’t have the 

means to produce them. If you want economic aid, why don’t you apply for a Federal grant?’ 

‘We prefer to keep this on-planet.’ 

Gray leaned forward, put both hands palms-down on the desk and glowered into his 

opponent’s eyes. ‘Are you going to raise that embargo?’ 

‘No.’ 



 90 

‘I interpret that as a constructive declaration of rebellion,’ said Gray, pulled a piece of 

paper from his pocket, slammed it on the desk in front of Fischen, and strode out. 

Fischen banged the alarm button on his desk. Then he unfolded the paper. It was, as the 

toyboy had said, an order for his dismissal from office, signed by Rose McCrae. Then the 

guards rushed into his office in answer to the alarm. 

‘Didn’t you see him?’ shouted Fischen. ‘After him, you fools!’ 

‘After whom, sir?’ asked the commander, blankly. 

‘Walker – McCrae’s bit – he was in here – he’s just gone out – you must have passed him 

in the passage.’ 

‘We passed no one, sir,’ replied the commander. 

‘Then look for him!’ exclaimed Fischen. 

The guards rushed out again – but they could not find Gray, who was already back at 

Mick’s house. ‘They’re stubborn,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to get some back-up and make them see 

sense.’ 

‘I don’t understand,’ said Mick. ‘Why should they listen to the Empire? They’re Federal.’ 

‘They are not,’ retorted Gray. ‘They’ve just declared independence.’ 

 

Gray transferred himself back to Trer. At 10pm Paris time, the Federal governor of Earth 

received an ultimatum from President Leel. If he did not lift the trade embargo by midnight 

she was sending in her fleet. She regarded his recent behaviour as tantamount to a declaration 

of independence. 

The governor, who had already been briefed by Fischen, cursed the Imperial improvements 

in cross-galaxy communications which enabled the President to learn of developments on 

Earth within minutes rather than days. He tried denying everything but Leel, fully briefed by 

Gray, contradicted him on every point. 

‘We have reason to believe that these are Imperial goods traded by pirates,’ protested the 

governor. 

‘They are not. They are Federal goods traded by our own merchants. I agree we obtained 

the freight vessels from the Imperials – they can build more quickly and more cheaply than 

we can,’ said Leel. ‘But if you took the trouble to examine the bills of lading you would see 

that these are Federal traders out of Federal space trading Federal products.’ 

The governor blustered. ‘The main receiver on Earth is a company connected with the 

notorious bandit Graham Bradley.’ 

‘Ah, yes, Bradley,’ said Leel sweetly. ‘I have a truce with Bradley, governor, and we 

consider there are no grounds for excluding his traders. Are you declaring war on a power 

which is at peace with the Federation?’ 

The governor muttered something which might have been ‘No.’ 

‘Then enough of these allegations and excuses. You will open your spaceports to Federal 

goods or I will send you a detachment of my fleet to enforce my orders.’ 

‘They will be opened, ma’am.’ 

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said Leel, and ended the call. 

The governor breathed a sigh of relief. He had bought himself a little more time. 

 

‘They haven’t opened the ports,’ Gray reported to Leel. ‘Our freight carriers are still in off-

planet orbit. They can’t get into close orbit – they were commanded to withdraw.’ 

‘By space,’ swore Leel furiously, ‘this is defiance. He’s had two days. I will send him a 

reminder of his promises.’ 

‘I don’t believe Earth has seen our new ships,’ mused Rose. 

‘They’ll have seen them on the visual – but it would do them good to see them in the 

platinum, so to speak,’ agreed Leel. 
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‘I’ll send Admiral Rogers,’ said Rose, ‘she’s had nothing much to do recently.’ She looked 

at Gray. ‘As your pirates are very quiet, dear.’ 

Gray blushed. ‘They’re settling down,’ he said. ‘There wasn’t much enthusiasm for the last 

raid. They’ve been marrying and starting up farms and building up Oh as a tourist centre.’ 

Leel laughed. ‘Ah! Now is the time to strike!’ 

‘I still have General Aoan’s fleet on Halleh,’ Gray reminded her. 

‘I’m joking,’ Leel assured him. ‘Now, Rose – send Admiral Rogers and a battalion to 

escort our freight carriers to port with orders to fire on anyone who tries to stop them. That 

should show them who’s boss.’ 

‘I’ll go and keep an eye on things,’ said Gray. 

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Leel, ‘but do be careful – I don’t trust these Earthlings an inch.’ 

‘That’s why I’m going,’ agreed Gray.  

 

Gray did not go with Admiral Rogers. She knew him as Bradley and she would be sure to 

recognise him even if he was in his Gray Walker persona. He went to see Mick, but on an 

impulse he dropped in to see Sophie first.  When Mick had described to him the attempted 

arrest the previous day, he hadn’t mentioned anything about it being done ‘In the name of the 

Federation’ or ‘President Leel’. Were the police already acting as if Earth was independent? 

Sophie was just getting up and getting ready for school. He combed her hair for her and 

tied her hair ribbon round her ponytail. ‘Listen, duck,’ he said. ‘Has your dad said anything 

recently about the Federation, or President Leel?’ 

‘No. Why?’ 

‘I’m just making sure.’ He kissed her on the forehead. ‘See you later, duck,’ he said, and 

vanished. 

Sophie wanted to call him back, but she knew she mustn’t. I mustn’t cry, she told herself 

firmly. After all, I’m going to marry him one day, and I have to be brave. 

She picked up her school bag and went out. 

 

Gray went to Mick’s house and explained he had got a Federal escort for their ships. 

‘How the blazes did you do that?’ demanded Mick choking on his breakfast coffee. It was 

real Kenyan coffee – rather strong for Gray’s tastes, so he was drinking tea. 

‘I pulled a few strings. It is all Federal goods, and the Federation is anxious to get its goods 

through.’ 

‘Yeah, well – but they’re your ships.’ 

‘Only in a manner of speaking. Technically they’re on hire to the Federation. I only give 

them leave to fly through Imperial space.’ 

‘Hmm. You’re a cunning bastard, Gray. Are you telling me all I should know about this?’ 

‘Yes. Absolutely all.’ Gray smiled at Mick and sipped his tea. It was leaf tea and reminded 

him a little painfully of Aimee’s tea. 

‘But not all there is to know, I’ll bet.’ 

‘I’m telling you all you want to know if the police pick you up.’ 

Mick nodded sagely. ‘Got you. So what happens now?’ 

‘Admiral Rogers has orders to shoot anyone who tries to stop our ships landing.’ 

Mick whistled. ‘Could be fun.’ 

 

Admiral Roger’s ships would be three days arriving. On a thought, Gray went back to Oh and 

turned out a small detachment of pirate vessels – his own bodyguard. He explained the 

situation and said, ‘If Rogers needs backing, we go in.’ 

‘Isn’t that giving the game away?’ asked Oroso. 

‘What game?’ 
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‘That you’re hand in glove with McCrae.’ 

‘Prick in cunt,’ muttered Peiriol. Gray gave him a loving kick which made him yelp and 

replied, ‘It might. But I’ll worry about that later. My main idea at the moment is to wipe the 

floor with the arrogant scum who are running Earth.’ 

‘What does “going in” involve?’ asked Peiriol. 

‘Whatever is necessary.’ 

The pirates grinned and slapped their cutlasses. They were looking forward to some proper 

action at last. 

They flew apart from the Federal fleet – they did not even inform Rogers that they were 

there. They took up position out of the way and waited. 

 

Admiral Rogers brought her battalion into orbit just inside the orbit of Gray’s freight carriers. 

After opening communications with the traders and explaining what her strategy would be, 

she called up the port authority on Earth. 

The Federal traders were headed for Leicester’s spaceport, which had been derelict until 

Gray began to use it to import his goods from Gustu, some seven years earlier. They also used 

spaceports in central Europe, north and south Africa, the Far East, Australia and Central 

America, depending on their consignments, but this particular consignment was bound for 

north-west Europe, so was headed for Leicester. Admiral Rogers explained to the officer on 

duty at the Earth Port Authority that the fleet of carriers should be allowed to land, and the 

officer explained respectfully that they had no authority to do this. 

She repeated her instructions. 

The officer repeated the refusal. 

Admiral Rogers ordered her fleet to go in. Earth’s authorities then acted: out from the 

planet surface came Earth’s own battleships, old and worn out but nevertheless interplanetary 

ships with full firepower. Down on Earth’s surface the sky lit up with flashes, even on the 

sunlit side. 

Then, as the two fleets faced each other, the pirates swung into action. They swept in and 

on to the Earth fleet from behind, rendering two ships helpless and scattering the rest. Then 

they turned on Earth itself. The Port Authority officer heard another voice address them 

through the radio – a voice both familiar and unexpected. 

‘Officer, this is Gray Walker. Either you open your port at once or I will destroy your 

building.’ 

The Port Authority officer looked into her visual panel and recognised the face which 

looked back at her. No, she didn’t – yes, she did – no, she didn’t – oh, hell! 

‘If I let you in I’m dead, Bradley,’ she yelped. 

‘If you don’t, you’re dead anyway,’ retorted Gray. ‘As for the governor, I’ll deal with him 

myself. Now open your gates. There are people dying on your planet for lack of the goods in 

the ships out there.’ 

She gave in, and banged a panel on her desk. A row of lights lit up on the console before 

her. ‘Permission given to land,’ she said. It was more a cry of defiance than an act of 

surrender. 

The Admiral sent some of her ships in with the Federal traders to make sure that they were 

treated with due respect. The rest went with the pirates and landed outside the government 

buildings in Paris. Admiral Rogers disembarked from her own vessel with her officers, and 

waited for the pirates to leave their ships and join her before proceeding into the government 

buildings to speak to the President. 

The golden-haired youth who leapt out of the leading black vessel was definitely Bradley. 

He was shorter and looked older, but his hair was unmistakeable. She took a deep breath. 

She’d had a suspicion of this when Bradley’s pirates went quiet, or even the morning Bradley 
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had broken into her office and had told her to call off her attack on Fairly Base. She squared 

her shoulders and marched across the tarmac towards him.  

He waited coolly, hands on hips, legs slightly apart, his hair drifting in the fresh spring 

breeze. As she approached, he suddenly dropped on to one knee and cried: ‘Admiral, I salute 

you! This planet is yours – come and take possession.’ 

She had to laugh. ‘Bradley, get up and tell me the truth. How long have you and McCrae 

been working together?’ 

He grinned and rose to his feet, holding his right hand out towards her. She shook it 

warmly. ‘A few years,’ he said. ‘I’ve lost count.’ 

‘I thought something of the sort was going on. But as for this planet being mine – I 

assumed you were taking over.’ 

He grinned and blushed a little blue. ‘Hardly. We have a truce. I only came along as a 

friendly power to give assistance as needed. You have come to lick a rebellious planet into 

shape.’ 

The Admiral looked about her. The official government guard were approaching them, 

weapons at the ready. She gave a signal to her own troops: Bradley’s pirates also responded. 

‘Put down your weapons,’ she called to the guard, ‘or I shall assume you are hostile and order 

my troops to fire on you.’ 

The guard stopped in their tracks. They drew up in line and lowered their weapons. 

Admiral Rogers relaxed. Bradley stepped up to stand alongside her, and side-by-side they 

awaited developments. 

Out of the government building came a small procession: ten humans led by a single 

human male – the executive committee and the governor. They came out at a steady walk, 

dignified and grave. The guard fell back to left and right, to allow them to pass. The 

procession approached the Admiral and bowed. The governor spoke. 

‘It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to our humble planet, your excellency.’ He 

used the Federation language, but with a broad French accent. ‘We apologise for the 

misunderstanding on your arrival, but that has all been resolved. I beseech you to consider 

yourself our honoured guest and to accept our respectful hospitality during your visit.’ 

The Admiral heard Bradley suppress a giggle. She realised, with a stab of amusement, that 

all this would be recited back to McCrae and the President, word for word, and that the 

governor’s days were surely numbered. In the meantime, it behoved her to be merciful. 

‘I and my company accept your hospitality on behalf of her excellency the President,’ she 

said. 

The governor and executive committee relaxed visibly. Trumpeters were summoned; 

banners were brought; and all processed back into the governor’s palace. Gray left Oroso in 

charge of the ships (Oroso said he would rather stay out of all the ceremonial) with 

instructions to call him if there was need, and accompanied Admiral Rogers into the 

governor’s suite. 

Gray now had the illuminating experience of seeing the governor of Earth excuse himself 

over and over again to the Admiral for his behaviour. One would think to hear him that he 

was the most obedient Federal official and had never dreamt of being anything else. Fischen 

grovelled – the other members of the executive committee did likewise. 

Their attention was on the Admiral, but over a state banquet (rustled up at six hours’ 

notice), the governor asked her: ‘So when did Bradley become an ally of the Federation?’ 

‘A long time ago,’ answered Rogers merrily. ‘A truce was made, and since then there has 

been peace. I am sure you were informed.’ 

‘No – not at all – I had no idea,’ stuttered the other. 

Fischen kept giving Gray sideways glances. At last he said, ‘So what is Mr Bradley’s 

relationship with Professor McCrae, Admiral?’ 
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‘Assistant and advisor,’ said the Admiral. ‘The Professor is getting on in years, and she 

needs younger blood to step into her shoes.’ 

For some reason Peiriol, further down the table, found that very funny. 
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9. Now is the Beginning of the End, and the New Beginning 

 

The Earth journals reported that there had been a state visit by Admiral Rogers, who had had 

long discussions with the governor. Nothing was said about the pirates or Bradley, whom the 

Earth government preferred to regard as enemies. Gray knew, however, that this was the 

beginning of the end of his ‘cover’. He must start negotiating a proper peace, and bring in 

Aoan and Faroan. 

He went back to Oh with his pirates, who insisted on a victory banquet. Then he sat down 

with his escort and Errehn and worked out what sort of terms they would be prepared to 

accept in a peace treaty with the Federation. After several hours of discussion – sitting in the 

meadow outside the base, on the grass in the sun – they decided that what they wanted was 

very much what they had already: self-determination for the Imperial planets, under the 

nominal authority of the Emperor Faroan, on the understanding that the Emperor would never 

attempt to interfere with anything they actually did; and favourable terms for their freight and 

passenger vessels. They wanted the same rights to trade within the Federation as Federal 

businesses enjoyed, without any duties, and the right to levy duty on any Federal products 

which came into the Imperial sectors. They also wanted the right to settle in the Federal 

sectors, but that Federal citizens should not be allowed the settle in the Imperial sectors. 

Gray promised to see what he could do. He knew very well that the terms that he and Rose 

would finally agree would be rather less preferential to the Imperial sectors. He was aiming at 

free trade and movement of peoples throughout the nine sectors, with the three Federal sectors 

answerable to Trer and the Imperial sectors answerable to Thorion. That said, he knew that 

Faroan preferred to delegate power to the people on the spot, so that the Imperial planets 

would remain effectively independent. 

So he took the results of the discussions back to Rose. They discussed them, in her office, 

over dinner in the evening, in bed at night after lovemaking, and they finally agreed the terms. 

The Federal and Imperial sectors would have equal rights. They would remain under separate 

administrations; the only linkage between the two would be Gray himself. Gray would be 

based on Trer, with Rose, but he would continue to travel around his contacts and officers, 

visiting Aoan and Faroan every day. They agreed to put off the announcement of the peace 

treaty until after the elections to the Federal Assembly on Trer, so that they could present the 

alliance as a result of the Federation’s political reforms. 

They sealed their alliance with a kiss, and lay down at last to sleep. Rose lay staring into 

the darkness of her room. She could hear her husband’s gentle breathing as he lay next to her 

– he was asleep already, relaxed and peaceful in her bed after days travelling about in space 

working out this peace.  She was glad to have him back with her again, sleeping at her side. 

She was glad that all the problems had been resolved and they could both relax. She rolled 

over and sat up to look at him. He lay spread-eagled beside her, his glorious hair glowing 

brightly enough to highlight the shape of his face: those large eyes, closed now in rest; his 

long, finely-shaped nose, his broad mouth, his beautifully shaped chin. How many nights had 

she laid in this bed dreaming of his defeat, his grovelling at her feet, his final surrender? And 

now he had surrendered, utterly, completely, but not at all as she had imagined then. She 

smiled tenderly at him, lay down and closed her eyes to sleep. She need fear no more for the 

Federation: its greatest enemy was tamed at last. 

 

The election campaign for the Federal Assembly was now well underway. Gray travelled 

around his various bases, encouraging, handing out money, persuading. He also spent some 

time with his own supporters, explaining the alliance he had worked out with Rose. His 

pirates were happy with what he had agreed: although they had urged him to ask for more, 
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he’d won more from ‘that crafty devil’ McCrae than they’d expected. They talked 

enthusiastically about pushing on into sector ten. They had schemes in hand for transport 

systems and commercial development in the Imperial sectors. The tourist business was 

proving so huge that they were building up a string of hotels and leisure tours. In short, they 

were bored with the war and were branching out into new areas of activity. 

Errehn was less happy. He had longed for peace and for McCrae and the President to be 

defeated. He had longed to blast them into dust or to see them grovel before the Imperial 

forces. And now there would be no triumph. Although they had surrendered to Greh, Greh 

had also surrendered to them. And his glorious golden god, Grehoan whom he adored, was as 

far from him as ever. Greh was so tied up with the evil McCrae that, so far as Errehn could 

see, he would never come back to him. What about their child, that Greh had promised? 

When could they ever be together? 

Greh made love to him, uttered soothing words and took him over to Teren to see the 

archaeologists. He found that Errehn usually calmed down after talking to Aimee. Much as he 

himself loved Aimee, he sometimes wondered whether she preferred Errehn; at least, rather 

than let Greh make love to her she seemed to prefer to complain about him to Errehn. Mike 

wasn’t happy to have his beloved Aimee talking to yet another of ‘those Rhuaans’, but Greh 

tried to assure him that it wasn’t serious.  

From Teren, he went on to Herluin, where Carl was up to some scheme with Miss Mee – 

Nick said he had no idea what they were up to, but it was something financial and shady – and 

Ray was setting up modern engineering training courses in Nick’s university in Herluin city. 

He had persuaded some of the leading Mary engineers to come and teach the humans 

engineering design, and the results were proving very exciting. Both Carl and Ray were very 

pleased to hear that Greh had ‘got McCrae tied down to peace at last,’ because – as they each 

told him separately – ‘it’s about time we settled down.’ Greh discovered that they had been 

working out his future strategy behind his back. ‘We need a proper planning group on Trer,’ 

said Carl, ‘to work out policy across the sectors. Not the assembly – it’ll be like the planetary 

assemblies and the delegates will spend all their time arguing. We need real strategic 

planning.’ 

‘We need some foresight here,’ said Ray. ‘We need to train young engineers and scientists. 

There’s been no proper industrial training for centuries. We need a system.’ 

‘We’ll come and run it for you,’ added Carl. ‘Then we might see more of you.’ They both 

looked meaningfully at him. ‘You can tell McCrae that we’re coming back to work for her 

again.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Greh. ‘Although she says you always have been working for her.’ 

‘We weren’t meaning to,’ said Ray. ‘She just didn’t give us any choice.’ 

Memnon, who was on Herluin to see her family and see how the Mary medical facilities 

she had helped to design and set up, was overjoyed to hear the news of the peace treaty. ‘I 

knew you could do it,’ she said proudly. ‘And now my people’s dreams of representative 

government will come true. The Sacred People of the Federal sectors will complain, but they 

don’t understand that McCrae is nothing. She fell before you as all must, and you rule her.’ 

Greh shook his head at her. ‘Rose is my wife,’ he said. ‘She’s everything to me, Memnon. 

I fell into her arms, just as much as she fell into mine.’ 

Memnon twirled her whiskers at him. ‘I know you love her, Lord. But she is only a human. 

She can never have your wisdom or your abilities. And these other races lack political 

acumen. When you take over the Federal government, you must appoint my people as your 

ministers, for we will always understand you.’ 

He laughed, stroked her neck and tail, and she snuggled up to him lovingly. ‘Rose has 

enough acumen for all of us,’ he said, and wished that his friends would not belittle the 
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human woman he had fought for so long, and who had conquered him at last. But he knew 

that they did not wish to admit that he could conquer and be conquered both at once. 

Faroan and Aoan did not admit it either, but they knew how Greh related to humans and 

both knew how special Rose was to him. Faroan was glad that Greh had sorted out the Federal 

government at last – with this new assembly, and the peace treaty, the Federal sectors would 

be at peace with the Empire. They would not strictly be part of the Empire, but with Greh as a 

leading figure in their government, they would in practice be restored to Imperial authority. 

That said, he was very happy for Greh to rule them, as the Imperial general who had 

conquered them. He had plenty to do in the Imperial sectors, initiating development, 

stimulating education and scientific development, and trying to curb the more excessive 

activities of the Priestess. Her latest idea was to give every child in the Imperial sectors an 

official guardian acolyte from amongst her own trainees, so that her trainees on Thorion 

would watch over every child throughout the six sectors. Faroan was trying to persuade her to 

concentrate her energies on finding a cure for the ‘flu epidemic which had recently broken out 

on Earth, as reported by Captain Mylee in Siberia. 

Aoan agreed with Faroan. She also thought that now there was peace, she would be able to 

travel about the sectors, and leave Gustu in Anja’s charge. She felt that she had now proved to 

herself, and to Faroan, and to the people of Gustu, that she was capable of ruling them 

responsibly – as she had failed to do, so long ago, before the Great War – and that she would 

like to go back to touring the Imperial sectors, ensuring law and order, seeing how the Empire 

was developing. ‘I could take your pirates in hand,’ she said to Greh. 

‘I’m not sure they could cope,’ he replied. ‘Could you take Errehn in hand?’ 

‘That puppy! He needs something to do. Send him to survey sector ten.’ 

‘That’s an idea,’ said Greh. ‘I’ll send Anja’s brother with him.’ 

‘He doesn’t want to go,’ said Anja. ‘He wants to open a hotel on Oh. He’s going to call it 

“The buccaneer” and have adventure weekends for rich tourists from the Federation.’ 

Greh tried to say something in response to that, but he found he was laughing helplessly. 

‘Yes,’ he said at last, when he had managed to control his laughter, ‘he did say something like 

that.’ 

‘Send some of our people from the Federal sectors,’ said Anja, ‘and put Errehn in charge. 

That will take his mind off you, darling, and let him prove himself.’ 

At this point in the conversation – they were sitting in Aoan’s office on Gustu – they were 

interrupted by Lysa, who had just arrived back from school, leading her little sister Krissie by 

the hand. The two girls ran to greet their father with cries of joy, and then wanted to tell him 

all about their day at school, and then about what they had done that morning before they 

went to school, and then wanted his opinion on Krissie’s plan to have a pet – ‘I want a kitten, 

Daddy. Can I have a kitten? Mummy says I can if I look after it.’ 

‘You can if you don’t cuddle it too much,’ said Greh. ‘Kittens get sick if you cuddle them 

too much.’ 

‘I won’t,’ said Krissie. ‘I’ll just cuddle it a little bit, like this,’ and she mimed hugging a 

little pet tight. 

‘When are you going to announce this peace treaty?’ asked Aoan, who always tried not to 

allow family to get in the way of work – otherwise, she said, nothing would ever get done. 

‘After the opening of the Federal Assembly,’ said Greh. ‘Rose and I thought we would 

leave it a month, and then announce it. Leel is going to make a speech, and then I’ll make a 

speech, and we’ll both talk about advancing together into sector ten.’ 

‘Then you can bring Errehn forward and give him the job,’ said Aoan, ‘and he won’t be 

able to argue.’ 

‘Will you come?’ asked Greh. ‘You have plenty of fans in the Federation, darling.’ 
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Aoan laughed. ‘I know! And on Earth. That young lad – Bill – the friend of your niece 

Sophie – he’s been writing to me again. But I think this should be your triumph, darling. Take 

your pirates and your friends from Teren. I’ll come later, when everyone’s got used to the 

idea.’ 

‘Faroan said that a general should make his own treaty,’ said Greh. 

‘Yes. So he shouldn’t go either. We’ll both come later.’ 

‘Anja?’ Greh looked at his wife. 

‘Yes, darling: I’ll come.’ She smiled lovingly at him. ‘I want to meet this human woman of 

yours.’ 

‘Can I come?’ asked Lysa. 

‘Can I come?’ echoed Krissie. 

Greh hesitated. ‘Of course you can,’ said Aoan quickly, shooting a glance at her lover.  

‘It might be boring,’ said Greh. 

‘We won’t be bored!’ 

‘You can tell one of your humans to look after them,’ said Aoan. Greh had a sudden image 

in his mind of Andy looking after the two young girls, and realised that of course they should 

come. Andy would enjoy the responsibility, and they would adore the big, soft-hearted 

human. 

‘Of course you can come,’ he said. 

‘Can Sophie come?’ asked Lysa. 

Greh pulled a face. ‘No,’ he said regretfully. ‘Her mum and dad won’t let her.’ 

 

Sophie was in bed, about to go to sleep, when her uncle dropped by to kiss her goodnight. 

‘How are you, uncle? You look tired.’ 

‘I’m fine. I’ve got everyone to agree to make peace. There’ll be peace between the 

Federation and my planets, and everyone should be happy.’ 

‘That’s wonderful!’ She hugged him. ‘But Mum and Dad don’t know. They say we’re still 

at war.’ 

‘They’re wrong. But it hasn’t been announced yet. It’ll be announced in a few weeks’ 

time.’ 

‘Can I tell them?’ 

‘Better not, duck. They’ll want to know how you know.’ 

She sighed frustration. ‘Mick’s Mum isn’t scared any more. Does she know?’ 

‘Yes, I’ve told Mick, so she’ll know.’ 

‘Do the teachers know? Our teacher still says nasty things.’ 

He sighed. ‘No, they won’t know yet. I’ll have to make sure they find out.’ 

 

Greh went on to Cray to see Billee (the governor), and then on to Aransway, second city of 

Cray, to see Karan, Mara and their family. As head of rail transport on Cray, Karan had had 

his hands full for the last seven years, not only overseeing the reconstruction of a working rail 

network, but also drawing up and running rail services, balancing the needs of freight against 

the needs of passengers, and ordering suitable traction, wagons and coaching stock. Initially 

he had assumed that Cray would be so run down that he would have to use low-level 

technology – so, steam-powered locomotives – which could be easily repaired with the aid of 

a basic forge and a hammer. Certainly that was what he had started with, and much of the 

remoter parts of the network still relied on such locomotives. But he had found the remains of 

some more technically-developed traction on-site at the old workshops at Aransway and had 

worked on repairing and adapting these engines. With a good deal of imput from Ray, his 

own knowledge and some help from his friends on Earth, Karan’s workshops at Aransway 

had turned out some imaginative traction units, which over the years had been progressively 
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adapted and improved so that now the railway was producing consistently high performances 

in a demanding environment – as Karan’s publicity department expressed it. Mara expressed 

things more simply: ‘We’re very pleased. The railway’s coming on very well, but Karan’s had 

to work very hard. It’s a bonus when he can get home to see me and the children.’ 

There was a family of four children now, and they all came running to greet Greh when he 

called at the family home. They knew him as ‘Uncle Gray’ – ‘uncle’ in the sense of ‘grown-

up male friend of the family who brings us nice presents’. This time the present was a 

computer game from Trer, which the children rushed off into another room to play with. Greh 

sat in the lounge of the family home with Mara and drank tea and discussed the political 

situation in Volyn – ‘We’ve heard that the governor of Earth has sent in some proper troops at 

last’ – until Karan came in from the works, having heard that ‘the boss’ was here. Then the 

talk was of performance targets, maintenance hours, staff costs and permanent ways, until 

Mara said: ‘Mum says that there’s been changes on Earth? She says you’ve got recognition at 

last as a legal importer,’ which Greh took as an opening to tell them about the peace treaty. 

‘Will it actually change anything?’ asked Mara. 

‘Not really,’ said Greh. ‘But it will make everything legal.’ 

Karan shrugged. ‘What difference does that make to us?’ 

‘Not much now. In a few years, you might be able to go home to Volyn.’ 

Mara and Karan looked at each other. ‘This is our home now,’ said Mara. The sounds of 

the children’s happy squabbling came drifting in from the next room – the game was 

obviously going well. ‘I don’t think I want to go back. Do you, darling?’ – this to Karan. 

Karan shrugged again. ‘We can visit. It’s always good to visit the old place. But I wouldn’t 

want to leave this now – not now we’ve got it working so well. We’re going to see a good 

profit this year.’ 

‘At this rate, we’ll be able to buy out the roads,’ added Mara. 

‘If the waterways don’t get there first,’ said Karan. 

Greh laughed. He would go to visit Anke Schenkel and her partner Wilhelm later, to get 

the latest news on the planetary waterways network. 

 

Anke and Wilhelm were also upbeat. Business was good. ‘The on-planet economy is growing 

fast,’ said Anke. ‘Off-planet trade is doing well, so we have plenty of freight for transfer. If 

you can assure us peaceful cross-spatial shipping lanes, we can get the product from the 

manufacturer to the space freight terminal much cheaper and with a much lower wastage rate 

than road or rail.’ 

Greh laughed. ‘You don’t need to sell the concept to me,’ he said. ‘I’m already convinced.’ 

‘Will the new Federal Assembly help trade?’ asked Anke. 

‘It will improve optimism. And the peace treaty will help trade.’ 

‘Peace treaty? Tell us more,’ said Wilhelm, suddenly alert, so Greh explained. 

‘There will be tourists!’ exclaimed Anke. ‘We can run pleasure boats! Those old 

warehouses down by the old wharves – the ones we’re pulling down – we could use the site 

for tourist hostels.’ 

‘Convert them,’ said Wilhelm. ‘Live like your ancestors did’ – he imitated the voice of an 

advertiser promoting a hotel. ‘Sleep in a damp old warehouse.’ He grinned. ‘They’ll love it.’ 

‘Not so damp – the governor will get you under environmental health regulations,’ Greh 

reminded him. 

‘It’s traditional! We have grandfather rights. Here in Yungstown everyone lives like that.’ 

Wilhelm laughed heartily, and Anke joined in. ‘That doesn’t mean everyone wants to,’ she 

said. ‘We’ll have to make it traditional-comfortable.’ 

‘With traditional food,’ said Wilhelm. 

‘Spicy mutton sausages!’ 
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‘Silver-spice cakes.’ 

‘Frothy mare’s milk!’ 

‘Baked turrell fruit with custard.’ 

Greh pulled a face at the thought – Cray’s traditional foods tended to be either too heavily 

spiced or simply too heavy. ‘You should hire a chef to invent you some new dishes,’ he said, 

‘With a little bit of Cray and a lot of Trer.’ 

‘No,’ said Anke firmly, ‘We’ve had Trerian food in that restaurant in town. It’s like 

cardboard. I’ll ask my parents. We want some decent cooks from Europe to cook good food. 

That will bring the tourists in.’ 

‘Using local ingredients.’ 

‘OK, but not the mare’s milk.’ 

‘And they can travel on tourist boats, and we can sell them our local handicrafts and they 

can take back pottery to Trer.’ 

‘And woollen carpets.’ 

‘And stone carvings.’ 

Greh wished that all his people saw the peace treaty in such a positive light. For Anke and 

Wilhelm, it was an opportunity to branch out; for Karan and Mara, it was a chance to travel, 

and to expand. Faroan and Aoan saw it as a natural and inevitable progression, but for Errehn 

it was a betrayal. 

I’ll put him in charge of the push into sector ten, he thought. He’ll enjoy being in charge 

and it will give him a challenge without being beyond his abilities. 

 

The elections to the Federal Assembly went off smoothly and the Assembly was inaugurated 

with much celebration. Leel made a little speech about the importance of hearing the voices of 

all in government, which Memnon had written and Rose and Greh had amended. The journals 

and the telly- visuals took a lots of pictures. There was a funfair in the park around the 

Assembly building and Leel declared a public holiday on Trer, and everyone who came to the 

ceremony or joined in the party in the park had an enjoyable time. 

A month later, when the Assembly’s procedures were underway, Rose and Greh declared 

their peace treaty. There was a formal ceremony in the main chamber of the Assembly 

building, with all the Assembly delegates and the governors of the Federal sectors, and the 

journals and visuals were invited. 

Greh appeared before the public of Trer as himself for the first time. He dressed as a 

Rhuaan general; his piratical escort accompanied him (taking a few days’ holiday from Oh 

planet), with Anja, and Memnon. Lysa and Krissie kept in the background. Greh had 

persuaded Andy to look after them for the day – Andy had initially refused, on the grounds 

that he was ‘no good with kids,’ but the moment that the two girls set eyes on him and cried: 

‘You’re Andy. Andy! We’ve come to look after you,’ his resistance crumpled. Andy had 

come to the occasion as Greh’s publicity officer; but Lily White, Sandra Bey, Pippa French 

and some of the other veterans of the Teren dig also came along ‘for the reunion,’ as Sandra 

put it. Although Lily and Andy were still working on the dig – eight years since they had 

started there as first year Archaeology students and now both in the midst of writing up 

doctoral theses – the others who had been there at the start had moved on. Sandra was 

working for Trer city council, in Public Relations; Pippa was married to Jim, a fellow student, 

and they were running a small business on Teren, acting as suppliers to the dig and to tourists 

who came to see it. The group got themselves good places in the Assembly chamber, near 

enough to the front to see but not so near as to be conspicuous, and sat with Lysa and Krissie 

on their knees, while the little girls lectured them on what it was all about. ‘That’s Lady 

Memnon, she writes speeches. And that’s our mummy, she tells Daddy what to do.’ The 

archaeologists thought that ‘the kids’ were enormously sweet and ‘just too grown-up for their 
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size,’ as Lily put it. In fact they had all met Memnon and Anja before at various times, but 

didn’t spoil the kids’ enjoyment by telling them so. 

Mike and Aimee had debated whether or not to come, and eventually decided that they 

would come and sit at the back so that Greh wouldn’t notice them. They then spent most of 

the ceremony arguing over whether they should have sat further forward.  

Ray and Carl also came, and sat at the front, just in front of the platform where the 

speakers would stand, and paid careful attention to everything. Ray had just bought a new 

camera and took some pictures of events, ‘To ensure he has a record,’ he said to Carl, 

‘because he’ll never remember otherwise, and we need a record.’ Carl agreed. They both 

knew what Gray was like – he never remembered such important details until afterwards. 

The ceremony started on time, because Rose ensured that it did. After a few opening words 

by Rose, Greh made a short speech, saying that he had waged war on the Federation with the 

intention of restoring the Empire, as the Federation had not fulfilled its promises to the lower 

sectors, six to one. But now the Federation had agreed to thorough-going government reform 

and fully representative legislative assemblies had been set up, his primary objectives had 

been met. Trading agreements were already in place and the economy of the lower sectors 

was improving rapidly. He therefore wanted to end hostilities, and he had agreed to making 

an alliance with a view to encouraging further political reform and economic development. 

He also looked forward to expansion into sector ten, with all the opportunities it offered. 

There was much applause. 

Leel then spoke. She said that she was anxious to end the hostilities which had been a 

massive drain on resources. She had already seen that the Empire had skills in shipbuilding 

and technology which were benefiting the Federation, and through this alliance both sides 

would continue to benefit. She was making no rash promises of reform – nothing would be 

done without the approval of the Assemblies. 

There was applause. 

The text of the treaty was read out by the leader of the Assembly. The treaty was then 

placed on a table on the platform. Leel and Greh signed it. Lots of pictures were taken. Some 

questions were asked by members of the audience: journalists and interviewers from the 

various news programmes on Trer. Leel answered these. She and Greh had discussed 

procedures before the event and had agreed that she should appear to be in charge. The 

peaceful majority of the Federation would be alarmed if Greh appeared to have too much 

influence. 

Then the meeting broke up, and everyone moved outside into the park for food and drink, 

and for more pictures to be taken. Leel was photographed standing in the entrance to the 

Assembly Building, every inch the elder statesperson, looking earnestly into the camera, 

dignified and wise. Andy urged Greh further away from the buildings to have his picture 

taken among the trees – Lysa and Krissie tagging along behind chattering to Lily White and 

Pippa, while Sandra talked meaningfully to journalists and interviewers from the visual media 

about ‘the significance of this historic day,’ a term she had borrowed from long-ago 

undergraduate essays. Some way behind came Anja, her brother and his colleagues, catching 

up on each other’s news. While Andy lined Greh up for the best shots – ‘Let’s get the light 

right’ – Anja found herself hijacked by a group of journalists, who wanted to know who she 

was. Was she a lady pirate? Had she been one of the pirate force on Oh planet? While Anja 

was lost for words. Ledern got in quickly: No, he explained, this is the famous Anja Rosa, 

who can get a radio signal out of a lump of rock. Blank looks from the journalists, whose 

memory did not go back more than a few years. ‘Anja has been on Gustu planet with General 

Aoan.’ Again, blank looks: the people of the Federal sectors don’t know the old prophecies 

about General Aoan. ‘She’s Lord Greh’s wife,’ said Peiriol mischievously, and instantly Anja 

was besieged by questions. 
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How long had she known Graham Bradley? Was he the father of her bulge? What was her 

favourite colour? What did she like best about him? 

Anja, furious, turned on Peiriol. ‘Get out of my sight,’ she cried. ‘Incompetent!’ And at 

that moment Ray intervened with a ‘Do leave the second minister of Gustu alone. Would you 

be interested in the new range of racing space yachts? Designed by the shipyard which built 

Graham Bradley’s star-dancer,’ and he handed the nearest journalist a colourful brochure. 

The journalists were distracted, and Anja made her escape, pausing only to deal Peiriol a 

firm clip round the earhole. She didn’t get far, however, before she was intercepted by a 

teenager with a copy of a fanzine in his hands. ‘Are you the famous Anja Rosa who sent 

Graham Bradley to rescue General Aoan? Will you sign my magazine?’ He proffered a pen 

and Anja, relieved to find someone who knew something true about Graham, signed. A crowd 

of fans gathered round her – she distractedly recognised a few from her time on Oh planet – 

she started signing magazines, photos, everything they pushed at her … 

Ray talked techno-babble to the journalists. When he ran out of babble, Carl talked 

meaningfully about social improvement, medical care and culture. The journalists drank it all 

in. 

Back under the trees, someone asked Greh ‘Where’s your friend from Avershams?’ 

‘You mean Errehn? He didn’t want to come. He hates crowds.’ 

‘Are you going to be in Aversham’s next catalogue?’ 

‘Probably not. I don’t have time nowadays.’ 

‘Who’s your furry friend?’ 

‘This beautiful and intelligent Mary woman is Memnon of Herluin. She is a political expert 

and one of my chief advisors.’ A journalist was then about to ask Memnon a political 

question, but Lily said quickly (fearing that Memnon would bore everyone with obscure 

political philosophy), ‘She sings, too.’ 

‘Oh, do sing!’ cried a dozen voices, so Memnon sang a short traditional Mary folksong. 

Then more pictures were taken, and Andy said, ‘How about something to eat?’ and ushered 

everyone over to the buffet. 

It was early evening before the crowds broke up, and Greh’s friends began to go their 

separate ways. Andy and his friends set off for the university buildings – they were going to 

meet up with other old friends in the students’ union. Mike and Aimee also went off to the 

university to collect post and catch up with administrative work. Anja gathered up her 

daughters and said to Greh, ‘I’m so tired I could sleep for a week.’ 

‘I’ll take you three back home,’ he said, and turned to Oroso, to ask him his plans.  Oroso 

said, ‘I’m going to take a walk around. Take a look at the place.’ The rest of the escort agreed, 

so Greh said, ‘Fine. I’ll see you here when I get back,’ took Anja’s right hand in his left and 

Lysa’s left hand in his right; Anja gathered up Krissie into her arms; and the four vanished in 

a flash of light. 

‘He’ll be exhausted when he gets back,’ said a voice by Memnon’s ear, and she looked 

around to see Rose McCrae standing beside her.  She recognised the human woman instantly 

from Greh’s mental image of her, but for an instant she was staggered; she hadn’t heard her 

approach, and hadn’t expected to speak to her. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you’re – pardon, Lady Rose, I 

should have greeted you formally, but you caught me unawares.’ 

Rose brushed this aside. ‘I know you from his description,’ she said briskly. ‘You’re young 

Memnon. You wrote Leel’s opening speech for the Federal Assembly.’ 

Memnon bobbed her head and tail in assent. ‘Yes, Lady.’ 

‘And the assemblies were your idea originally. You said it would make government 

stronger.’ 

‘Yes, Lady.’ 
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‘You were right. I want you in the government, Memnon. Be in my office at nine am 

tomorrow morning.’ 

Memnon’s whiskers twirled – her tail fluffed out – her ears stood up straight with pride. 

‘With pleasure, Lady!’ 

‘And where are you staying tonight?’ 

‘I’m not sure – I was going to arrange something with him.’ Memnon had expected Greh 

to take her back to Herluin with Ray and Carl, but if she wasn’t going back … 

‘I’ll sort you out. Don’t go away. Meanwhile, I need to talk to two of my agents’ – she 

turned around.  ‘Ray Lewis and Carl Poulson! You will be in my office at eight thirty 

tomorrow morning for a full debriefing.’ 

‘With the greatest respect, ma’am, I’m in the middle of an operation on Herluin,’ said Ray 

quickly. 

‘It can wait. It’s high time I debriefed you. You’ve been on a long rein too long.’ She 

shook her head at them. ‘I’ve told Gray he has to bring you back into the centre of 

government. You’ve done enough development work on distant planets; it’s time you brought 

some of it back here.’ 

Ray was about to argue the case for the distant planets, but Carl said smartly, ‘Yes, 

ma’am!’ and saluted, which surprised Ray so much that he was temporarily silenced. Carl 

added quickly: ‘I assume you can find us some overnight accommodation, ma’am.’ 

‘I certainly can.’ She gestured to an aide who had accompanied her out from the Assembly 

building, and gave him rapid instructions to find good overnight accommodation for three 

government officials. Ray, Carl and Memnon looked at each other. 

‘That’s us?’ said Ray. 

Memnon sat down on the grass. ‘I think I’m dreaming,’ she said, ‘but I never dreamed of 

this.’ 

‘Your mother would be so proud!’ mocked Carl gently. Memnon flicked her ears. 

‘She’ll kill me! She despises the Federation!’ 

‘It’s not the Federation now,’ said Ray. ‘It’s the Empire.’ As he spoke, Gray reappeared; 

Rose turned to greet him with a kiss, and turned to lead him back towards the government 

buildings, gesturing to the three of them to follow. They walked along behind the happy 

couple, talking in low whispers. 

‘It’s not the Empire yet. The President is still in charge,’ said Memnon. 

‘Did you see how the President stepped aside when Gray went to sign the treaty? She treats 

him as an equal.’ That was Ray. 

‘He’s her successor,’ said Carl. ‘She knows it.’ 

‘He always said he would be. Remember he told us that he told her? And she said she 

didn’t plan to die yet.’ 

‘She’s come round now. She realises it’s for the best.’ Carl grinned at Memnon. ‘You did 

that, young miss.’ 

‘Me? How?’ 

‘You showed her that the Empire has learnt some things about government and can be 

trusted to rule in the interests of its subjects.’ 

‘Like the Federation does?’ asked Memnon sarcastically. 

‘She thought it did, until you showed her that she needs representative assemblies. And 

that they really work.’ 

‘We’ll have a real Empire,’ said Memnon, ‘like it was really meant to be.’ 

‘We’ll have a real Federation,’ said Ray. ‘Like it should have been.’ 

‘Gray might even let you build roads,’ said Carl. ‘Anyway, it looks as though we’ll get our 

strategic planning group.’ 

Ray nodded. ‘He probably told her,’ he said. 
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‘No, she told him,’ said Carl, ‘and he said we’d already agreed to it.’ 

When they reached the government buildings, they found Oroso and the rest of the escort 

talking to the guards on duty, who turned out to be distant relations of Ledern’s through an 

aunt twice removed. Oroso was saying ‘There comes a time in a man’s life when he wants to 

put his feet up and enjoy the fruits of victory among his family,’ to which the one of guard 

replied, ‘Yes, but his children should still be able to enjoy a good fight.’ 

‘What’s this?’ asked Greh. 

‘The younger members of our unit on Oh don’t fancy settling down and running hotels,’ 

said Ledern. 

‘I thought they could go with Errehn to explore sector ten,’ said Greh. 

‘Some of them might prefer to join the government guard, sir,’ said the guard. 

Greh looked at Rose. ‘I suppose we need additional security for the Assembly,’ he said. 

‘Yes,’ said Rose. ‘We can see about that tomorrow, dear. If your pirates can find a room 

for the night –’ 

‘We’re staying with relatives,’ said Ledern, nodding at the guard, who nodded back. 

‘Good. Report to my office at 8am tomorrow. Now, Lewis – Poulson – Memnon: my 

official here’ (she nodded at the government official whom she had sent to sort out 

accommodation) ‘will show you to accommodation within the government complex, and I’ll 

see you all in my office tomorrow, as I told you. Good night.’ She nodded at all of them. Greh 

grinned at them and said, ‘Will you be OK? The rooms here are pretty good – they’re used for 

visiting dignitaries.’ 

‘We’ll be fine,’ said Carl, before Ray or Memnon could object. 

‘I’ll see you in Rose’s office tomorrow, then. Sleep well.’ He gave them all a big smile, 

and then stepped away from Rose to hug them in turn, before leaving with her for her house. 

The little group by the door watched him walk away into the dusk with his human woman. 

‘I feel that this is the end of an era,’ said Ray solemnly. 

‘For the moment,’ said Carl. ‘It’s also the start of one.’ 

‘She’s conquered him,’ said Memnon, ‘but he’s also conquered her. And she won’t live 

long.’ 

‘The problem is, neither will we,’ said Carl. 

Memnon regarded him gravely. ‘I think we may,’ she said. ‘I think he can keep making us 

young, as he makes himself young. But he can’t make her young; she was already too 

decayed.’ 

Ray and Carl looked questioningly at her, but a cough from Rose’s official interrupted 

them. ‘This way, please,’ he said, ‘I’ll show you to your rooms,’ and they followed his 

gesturing arm. 

‘What was all that about?’ Peiriol asked, when the two humans and the Mary had left. 

‘Philosophy, lad,’ said Oroso. ‘There’s always too much philosophy in the air when Marys 

are about.’ 

‘I was thinking – all that about conquering.’ 

‘It’s all philosophy, lad. Now, we here are going to get ourselves a nice agreement with 

Nirrs here,’ – indicating the guard – ‘and sort out security so that it runs nice and smoothly, 

and make ourselves indispensable, so if there is any good work going, we’ll get it.’ 

‘I thought we were going to run hotels on Oh.’ 

‘Our team on Oh can do that. We’re going to have a good look at the set up here. I reckon 

it would benefit from a bit of new blood, and our lord needs to have us around. He doesn’t 

admit it, but he needs the moral support.’ 

Peiriol grinned at him. ‘Now you’re talking sense,’ he said. 
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While Greh and his escort and friends retired to their various beds, at the other end of the 

galactic arm, in the governor’s palace in Gustu city, Aoan was putting her daughters to bed. 

They were both extremely tired and still very excited after the eventful day, and more inclined 

to chatter than sleep. 

‘Mummy, tell us a story,’ Krissie begged. 

‘A happy story,’ added Lysa. 

Anja wracked her tired brain and hit on the story of Cinderella, which Greh had told her 

that he used to tell Sophie. She wondered how Greh’s niece was getting along – she often 

wondered whether the girl would be better coming to Gustu to be educated, but then reminded 

herself that children are best brought up by their own parents. 

‘Once upon a time there was a girl called Cinderella. She lived in a house with her 

stepmother and her two sisters. They were all very unkind to Cinderella.’ 

‘I know this story,’ Lysa interrupted. ‘Daddy told it to me,’ and she took over the tale and 

began to tell Krissie, her voice getting quieter and more drowsy as she went on. 

‘And they all lived happily ever after,’ she ended at last, and smiled sleepily up at her 

mother. ‘Night-night, Mummy.’ 

‘Sleep well, darling.’ Anja bent and kissed her, and then Krissie – who was already asleep. 

‘Did the prince love Cinderella a lot?’ 

‘I don’t know. He searched for her for a long time.’ 

‘Yes, because he wanted to know who she was. But that didn’t mean he loved her.’ 

Anja smiled at her daughter’s rational approach to the fantasy. ‘No, you’re right.’ 

‘Perhaps when he found out who she was, he didn’t care any more.’ 

‘But he married her, darling.’ 

‘Yes, but he had to then because he’d promised.’ Lysa frowned a little in her sleepiness. 

‘Perhaps he would have preferred to have married someone else. One of the sisters or 

someone.’ 

‘I think he did love her really, darling.’ 

‘Won’t Cinderella be bored when she doesn’t have to work any more? She’ll have to find a 

new job. Perhaps she can run the kingdom instead of the prince.’ 

‘Go to sleep, darling.’ 

‘OK, Mummy.’ Lysa smiled at her, rolled over and closed her eyes. 

Anja left her daughters sleeping peacefully and went to find Aoan, who was curled up with 

her computer slab in her lounge, with a jug of a warm fruit drink and a plate of warm fruit 

buns. ‘I thought you might like something after your long day,’ she said with a smile, as Anja 

came in. 

‘Thank you! I’d love something.’ Anja sank down on the pile of cushions next to Aoan, 

poured herself a warm drink and bit into a bun. She leaned back against her friend’s shoulder 

and said, ‘How was today?’ 

‘So-so. The rail-layers are going back to work.’ 

‘Dispute resolved?’ 

‘They’ve agreed new working conditions with management.’ 

‘Anything more on the bridge project?’ 

‘I’ve told the city council to go out to tender again, and to advertise more widely. Clearly 

no one on Gustu has the expertise to build it, but they may find someone on Earth or Cray.’ 

‘Why those two in particular?’ 

‘Similar geological formations. Deep gorges with high tidal ranges.’ 

‘Yes.’ Anja sipped her drink, and waited for Aoan to ask the inevitable question. Aoan was 

clearly trying to put off asking it, but eventually she said: ‘How was he today?’ 

‘It went off OK.’ 

‘No grumbling?’ 
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‘I think Oroso and the lads will put up with it. They’re talking about following him to Trer. 

Taking over government security for him.’ 

Aoan nodded. ‘I think that would be wise.’ She shot a glance at Anja. ‘I really worry about 

this pet of his. Is she really so old?’ 

‘Yes, she really is.’ 

‘Oh – dear. He really isn’t going to be able to cope when she goes, is he?’ 

‘No, he really isn’t.’ 

‘He won’t call us, of course, when she goes.’ 

‘No, we’ll have to keep an eye on him.’ 

‘I think I’ll feel it,’ said Aoan. She looked at Anja. ‘I think you will, too.’ 

‘Yes.’ The little Gustu woman sighed deeply. ‘I could feel him, how he feels for her, all 

day – it hurt so much! He’s so proud of her – and she adores him – and her electro-magnetic 

field is so thin – so pale, so – she isn’t going to live long.’ She looked imploringly at Aoan. 

‘Oh, how are we going to help him! He lets himself get so fond of them, these humans of his 

– and they live such a short time.’ 

‘I wish one of us could go to Trer,’ said Aoan, ‘but I don’t think it would be fair on the 

girls,’ – she meant Lysa and Krissie. ‘And I don’t think she’ (Aoan meant Rose) ‘would be 

comfortable with me on Trer, and I’m not sure she would really like you there, either.’ 

‘No. We’d be competition for her.’ 

‘So we need to keep an ear open and hope that when it happens we can get to him quickly. 

I think I can manage that transference trick of his in a crisis. You’d have to use a ship.’ 

‘I can transfer with you!’ 

‘Only if I’m here. No, jump in a ship and bring the girls.’ 

‘It could happen any day!’ 

‘We need to brief the staff. Make sure Tesseran’ (Aoan’s second in command after Anja) 

‘knows the situation. We need a contingency plan in place. And I’ll make sure that Faroan is 

ready too. When Rose goes, Greh will take over from her; but he’ll be good for nothing for at 

least a month, so someone will have to cover for him.’ 

‘Memnon,’ said Anja. 

‘That Mary woman is very efficient, but none of the Marys are sufficiently practical to be 

trusted with planetary administration by themselves. One of us will have to step in to keep an 

eye on her, and it will probably have to be you, my dear.’ 

‘I know: the President will have a fit if either you or the Emperor steps in.’ 

‘Yes.’ Aoan’s hands hovered in the computer lights. ‘All’s quiet here,’ she said, and put 

the computer slab aside. ‘Did you like Trer? It’s eons since I was there.’ 

‘It’s cold.’ 

‘Yes, I remember it was chilly. I needed my heru cloak. Did that puppy Errehn turn up?’ 

‘No, he went off to see his family.’ 

‘The sooner he’s off in sector ten, the better,’ said Aoan. ‘He’s almost as bad for Greh as 

his humans. When Rose dies, he’d better be well away – or he’ll try to emotionally blackmail 

Greh. You mark my words.’ 

Later, when they were both in bed and Anja was asleep – exhausted after her long day – 

Aoan found that her own words were still going round and round her head. She realised that 

she was worried about Greh, for some reason even more worried about him now than she had 

been before the peace treaty was made today. She had known that Rose was old – she had 

seen the human in Greh’s mind’s eye – but Anja’s confirmation of the fact had awakened all 

her latent unease. She knew her lover well, perhaps better than he knew himself, and she 

knew that he would be unable to cope when Rose died. 

What could she do? What could anyone do? This was how Greh was: loving, affectionate, 

very attached to humans. It meant that he was very good at understanding them and ruling 
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them, but it also opened him up to repeated heartache. Already he had had to deal with a few 

of his humans getting old, getting ill, having to retire – but these were ‘small’ people, not 

central to his life. What would he do when someone he adored died? 

Eventually she fell into a troubled sleep. She was walking in the open country – it was 

dark, and the moon (Gustu, like Earth, has a single moon) was new, but the stars were bright. 

She was walking along a hill top – ahead of her was an outcrop of rock where one could sit 

and look out across country. She knew the place: it was a famous beauty spot. She and Anja  

came out here to relax occasionally. She walked towards the outcrop, thinking she would sit 

and think, alone. But as she approached, she saw that another one of the Sacred People was 

already sitting there. 

She walked forward, wondering who it could be – there were no other Rhuaans on Gustu. 

She opened her mouth to speak: but the other spoke first. 

‘Welcome, Aoan Sommerer,’ it said. ‘Come and sit by me.’ 

Aoan stopped in her tracks. ‘Lord Wiroan!’ Then she ran forward, and knelt before him, 

and kissed his hands – but he gestured her to sit next to him. She hesitated – how could she sit 

next to a god? – but when he gestured a second time, she obeyed. 

‘Lord, I am so glad to see you! I wish you’d come before.’ 

‘You were managing very well without me.’ She thought he was smiling at her; she could 

feel that his aura smiled. She smiled back, so glad to see him, at last, at last, after so, so long 

… 

‘I wish I could see you before. It’s been so long!’ 

‘It isn’t good for you to see me too often. You’d become dependent – it’s better if you 

stand on your own.’ 

She brushed this aside. ‘You visited Greh, but you didn’t come to see me.’ 

‘Greh needed to see me. I had to give him something.’ 

‘You showed him how to change.’ 

‘And he’s showed you.’ 

She pulled a face in disgust. ‘It’s not very easy. I prefer not to.’ 

‘You need to practise. You do need to be able to do it.’ 

‘What, for when Rose dies?’ 

She’d said it, and she felt his aura wince. ‘Yes, for when Rose dies. And when Greh needs 

you at other times. You know you can always feel his presence.’ 

‘Yes, I always have an idea of where he is and what he’s doing.’ 

‘And sometimes you feel his hurt.’ 

‘Yes, and then I don’t know what to do. I’m in pain too.’ 

‘You could reach out – you could step over to him.’ 

‘Step over – you mean, transport across space, like he does? It’s painful!’ 

‘And you’re a warrior. Do it.’ 

She scowled at him. ‘OK. If it helps. Faroan says I rush in before I’ve thought things 

through.’ 

‘Some things don’t need thinking through.’ 

‘OK. So, what’s going to happen?’ 

She felt him laugh. ‘That’s another reason why I don’t come to you! You ask impossible 

questions. Even if I knew exactly what is going to happen – which I don’t, because there are 

so many variables I can only see broadly, not every detail – I shouldn’t tell you. You have to 

get there by yourself.’ 

‘I can see that there will be trouble when Rose dies. He’ll go looking for another human. 

He’ll go after this woman archaeologist – who is also old and isn’t worthy of him – or he’ll go 

madly after one of his other humans. I can try to steer him out of silly infatuations, but he 

seems to need these human pets of his – they ground him, somehow.’ 



 108 

‘Yes.’ 

‘But I can’t be everywhere – I can’t leap about the galactic arm as he does. And I can’t 

hear everyone as he does. I can only hear him. So I don’t know what he’s going to do. I can 

only guess. Will you help me? Will you warn me, if I miss something? Will you intervene if 

he is going to do something very silly?’ 

Wiroan was silent. She could see that he was hesitating, and she lost patience with her 

deity. 

‘You made him as he is! Take some responsibility for him!’ 

‘I do. I always do.’ 

‘Then promise me you’ll do something to help him, if I can’t.’ She seized his arm and 

shook it. ‘Promise me!’ 

He looked into her eyes and she felt his gentle smile. ‘I promise.’ 

 


